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Preface 

 
From time eternal poverty has been one of the most challenging and perplexing 

problems not only for politicians, but also political theorists.  In the American case or 

elsewhere, philosophical and political debates about the causes and solutions to the 

problem of poverty are wrought with controversy.  Ideologies from different points of 

view often dominate and sometimes obscure the real philosophical and historical 

assumptions buried beneath the rhetoric.   

  The primary reason for renewed philosophical analysis of the problem 

of poverty is that there are millions of poor people in America.  That number is 

increasing every day and the gap between rich and poor in the United States is at an 

all time high.  In the past year unemployment and homelessness have increased, the 

inequality of wages has widened and health care is unavailable to millions who are 

uninsured.  Urban areas throughout the country have been overwhelmed and ill 

prepared for the increased demands for shelter.  Empirical data tells us that African 

Americans, Hispanics, and households headed by women are most likely to be poor.  

Child poverty has become worse in the United States over time and this is especially 

true for children who are under the age of six.  The United States has the worst record 

among industrialized nations in reducing poverty among children.  In addition, there 

are more than a half million children living in foster care.1  These children have been 

removed from families for abuse or neglect.  Many of them will go back and forth 

                                                 
1 Coeyman, Marjorie, “Lost in the shuffle,” The Christian Science Monitor, 24 April 2001, 13-14. 
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between group homes and foster homes for years.  With no family and little stability 

in their lives, these children are dependent on society for their well-being.  

Regrettably, it is estimated that fewer than half of foster children nationwide will 

graduate from high school (Coeyman 14).  Empirical data shows that finishing high 

school increases an individual’s income by 30 percent.  Those who attend college 

may earn 60 percent more than those who don’t.  Many of these children appear to be 

destined for poverty throughout their lives.   

Too often political debates about the causes or the solutions to poverty  

center on stereotypical beliefs that are fueled by ideologies that have not been 

scrutinized by either philosophical or historical analysis or by comparing claims to 

empirical data.  Political theory has a role to play in providing a forum for critical 

thinking about the problem and solutions to it.  Historically, political theory is 

concerned with normative issues that affect societies and how governments ought to 

act.  Poverty is a political issue and thus it is reasonable to think that political theory 

should be able to offer some guidance in thinking about poverty.  What, if any, 

guidance has political theory offered in explaining and dealing with the problem of 

poverty? 

In addition, political philosophers have a role to play in bringing  

clarity and understanding to debates about contentious issues in society.  Historical 

analysis and reconstruction of the treatment of poverty is critical because we are part 

of a historical community.  Rather than being artifacts of scholarship, I show that 

ideas that are hundreds and even thousands of years old continue to be relevant today 
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because these ideas weigh in on contemporary political debates.  Moreover, these 

same ideas are part of the foundation for society’s beliefs about both the causes and 

solutions to the problem of poverty.  I examine the ideas that prominent western 

philosophers held and still hold about poverty.  I show that these same ideas not only 

shed light on current debates, but that they also promote better understanding of the 

problem.  This dissertation serves to expose ideas about poverty by systematically 

examining its treatment in foundational texts by some of the most significant theorists 

in Western philosophy.  Since no one has written systematically about the problem of 

poverty in the classic works of political theory, a third goal is an attempt to fill that 

gap. 

  In choosing to focus on the works of Plato, Aristotle, John Locke, 

Adam Smith, Alexis de Tocqueville, G. W. F. Hegel., Karl Marx, John Rawls, and 

Robert Nozick, I have not covered the treatment of poverty in the entire corpus of 

Western Philosophy.  These philosophers, however, have made some of the most 

significant and provocative contributions toward understanding the problem of 

poverty.  Moreover, much of their work has a direct bearing on liberal theory.  The 

association with liberal theory assumes different roles.  It may be one of justification, 

opposition, or explanation.  This is crucial to gaining understanding in the American 

context.  I organized the chapters in historical sequence making it possible to trace the 

ideas through time.  Beginning with Plato and ending with the debate between John 

Rawls and Robert Nozick, I investigate how political philosophers formulated their 

understandings of the causes and remedies to the problem.   
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  As I explore these philosophers’ works, I uncover some major themes.  

First, all but one philosopher, Nozick, thinks it is disastrous for a society to have large 

numbers of poor people living in a state.  Mass poverty threatens everyone’s 

happiness in the state as well as its political stability.  Second, in several cases these 

philosophers have oversimplified the problem and possible solutions.  These 

oversimplifications add to the confusion and controversy surrounding the problem of 

poverty.  In addition, oversimplifications of either the causes or possible solutions 

may have constrained political responses to poverty.  Four, related to 

oversimplification, is the tendency of some of the philosophers to articulate an 

extreme ideological position to not deal with the problem of poverty.  In some cases 

this leads philosophers to ignore or downplay the problem.  Neglecting to recognize 

poverty as a societal problem leaves huge voids in meaningful discussions about 

poverty or pragmatic approaches to addressing the problem.  Fifth, discussions about 

government support for the poor dominate much of the writing about poverty.  Ought 

governments give aid to the poor?  How can one morally justify taking money from 

the wealthy to provide aid for the poor?  Philosophical and historical explorations of 

these questions reveal that these same problems have vexed philosophers and 

politicians from John Locke to contemporary authors like John Rawls.  Moreover, 

these types of debates have had an enormous impact on American politicians’ 

agendas.   

  Finally, I would like to thank those who helped make this dissertation 

possible.  I have good friends who not only listened to me talk about poverty and 
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political theory, but also read many of my chapters and provided insightful 

comments.  Thanks to Jonathan Bloch, Jonathan Chaus, Anna Law, James Vaughan 

and David Williams.  They showed great patience in reading many of the chapters 

and they always gave me a lot to think about.  Jonathan was particularly helpful by 

engaging in long conversations about Adam Smith and Karl Marx.  Marvela Pritchett 

has been a friend since our high school days.  She has always had words of kindness 

and support for me and for that I am grateful.  My committee of Al Martinich, Henry 

Dietz, Diana DiNitto, and Bruce Buchanan has been extremely helpful in providing 

advice about ideas, writing, and professional matters.  T.K. Seung, who is my advisor, 

has guided me through this dissertation and my entire graduate education.  I met 

Professor Seung during my first year of graduate school at a Philosophy symposium 

where he delivered a talk about theories of justice.  By the end of his talk I knew that 

I had to take every graduate seminar that he taught.  I did just that and in every 

respect, he has been the most wonderful teacher and mentor that any graduate student 

could ever hope to have.  Professor Seung’s work has caused me to reevaluate my 

own assumptions about normative political philosophy and discover Plato’s 

contributions in light of his groundbreaking scholarship.   

 ix 



 
Political Theory and the Problem of American Poverty 

 
 

Publication No._______________ 
 
 

Sharon Kay Vaughan, Ph.D. 
The University of Texas at Austin, 2002 

 
 

Supervisor: T. K. Seung 
 
 

This dissertation serves to expose ideas about poverty by systematically examining its 

treatment in foundational texts by some of the most significant theorists in Western 

philosophy.  I explore the writings of Plato, Aristotle, John Locke, Adam Smith, 

Alexis de Tocqueville, G. W. F. Hegel, Karl Marx, John Rawls, and Robert Nozick in 

historical sequence.  These philosophers made significant and provocative 

contributions toward understanding the problem of poverty.  I uncover some major 

themes in these theorists’ work.  First, all but one philosopher thinks it disastrous for 

a society to have large numbers of poor people living in a state.  Mass poverty 

threatens everyone’s happiness in the state as well as its political stability.  Second, 

some theorists have oversimplified the problem and possible solutions.  These 

oversimplifications add to the confusion and controversy surrounding the problem of 

poverty.  Third, discussions about government support for the poor dominate much of 

the writing about poverty.  Ought governments give aid to the poor?  How can one 

morally justify taking money from the wealthy to provide aid for the poor?  

Philosophical and historical explorations of these themes and questions reveal that 
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these same problems have vexed philosophers and politicians from John Locke to 

contemporary authors like John Rawls.  These ideas continue to be relevant today 

after hundreds and even thousands of years have passed. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
AVOIDING THE GREATEST PLAGUE OF ALL:  PLATO AND 

ARISTOTLE’S POLITICAL THEORIES ON THE  
PROBLEM OF POVERTY IN SOCIETY 

Introduction 

Plato believes that a state where great disparities between the wealthy and poor exist 

cannot be a just state.  The injustice ultimately destroys a society because it produces 

instability and creates two cities, one rich and one poor.  Aristotle agrees with Plato 

about the dangers of poverty.  He adds that handouts to the poor are a waste of time 

and that society ought to provide the tools and training so that poor individuals may 

become financially independent and productive members of society.  The difference 

between the two philosophers is that Plato aims to construct a state that avoids the 

problem of poverty while Aristotle presupposes the existence of poor people. 

Aristotle attempts to not only limit the problem of poverty, but also to solve the 

problem once it exists.  

Plato 

Plato's main concern in the Republic is with the nature of justice and good 

government.  Preventing excessive wealth and poverty among the citizens is 

fundamental to this end.  Specifically, he believes that the love of profit making 

corrupts the individual and leads to internal faction in the state.  Plato writes that a 

city that is divided between the wealthy and the poor ultimately destroys itself 
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through civil war because it is not based on justice but ruled by the love of profit 

making (Republic 422a, 552a, 547b-c).2   

  In a conversation at the beginning of the Republic, Socrates connects 

poverty and wealth to the issue of justice.  He observes that Cephalus has not been 

corrupted by the love of money because he inherited most of his wealth: 

But those who have made it for themselves are twice as fond of it as those 

who haven’t.  Just as poets love their poems and fathers love their children, so 

those who have made their own money don’t just care about it because it is 

useful, as other people do, but because it’s something they’ve made 

themselves.  This makes them poor company, for they haven’t a good word to 

say about anything except money (Republic 330c). 

  Cephalus says that money may be instrumental in making one’s life 

easier.  Wealth allows one to choose more easily not to cheat or deceive someone 

because he or she must make a sacrifice to a god or repay money to another person 

(Republic 331b).  While poverty is not glorified, Socrates says that great wealth does 

not lessen the burden on bad individuals or bring happiness to people who are not just 

because they cannot be at peace with themselves (Republic 330a).   

  Socrates explains in Book IV why poverty and wealth are corrupting 

forces.  Wealth corrupts the craftsman because he becomes idle and careless, paying 

little attention to his craft (Republic 421c-d).  Poverty prevents him from having tools 

                                                 
2 Plato, Republic, trans. G.M.A. Grube, rev. C.D.C. Reeve in Plato Complete Works, eds. John M. 
Cooper and D.S. Hutchinson (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997) 971-1223.  All references to Plato’s 
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or other things that he needs for his craft.  As a result, his work is inferior, and those 

he teaches produce inferior products, also.  Socrates states that two things should be 

avoided in the city:  “Both wealth and poverty.  The former makes for luxury, 

idleness, and revolution; the latter for slavishness, bad work, and revolution as well.” 

(Republic 422a) 

  Socrates’ concern about the corrupting power of greed in the 

individual relates directly to his thoughts about justice in the state.  Not allowing men 

to be money-lovers or to be bribed with gifts is a guiding principle for the 

construction of Kallipolis (Republic 390d).  As a result, people are not willing or 

anxious to rule for the sake of money or honor (Republic 347b).  The only motivating 

factor for people to rule is their fear that someone worse would take the job (Republic 

347c).  “In a city of good men, if it came into being, the citizens would fight in order 

not to rule, just as they do now in order to rule.” (Republic 347d)   

  Socrates links excessive wealth and poverty to political instability and 

revolution.  By tracing the corruption and destruction of different forms of 

government rule, he believes that once some citizens are excessively poor while 

others are rich, civil war constantly threatens the state.  A great deal of the Republic is 

devoted to showing how and why this condition has been destructive to states.  Plato 

aims to avoid the economic structures that lead to these debilitating conditions. 

  Alexander Fuks says that the avoidance of extreme disparities in 

wealth is one of the main themes throughout Plato’s political theory in the Republic 

                                                                                                                                           
Republic are from this edition. 
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and in the Laws.3  Civic organization is based upon the economic arrangements in the 

state.  “No good polity — let alone one fully geared to virtue — can be erected unless 

a sound economic foundation of property ownership is established” (Fuks 49).  Fuks 

summarizes his thesis: 

The nexus between the proper organization of property ownership and the 

right form of civic organization is one of the first principles in Plato’s political 

thinking, and is, both explicitly and implicitly, one of the central motifs in 

Plato’s two great political treatises (Fuks 49). 

  Fuks says that without a doubt the overall theme of the Republic is to 

demonstrate how one may achieve the best human life possible.  In order to do so 

Plato identifies poverty and wealth as the root of evil in life as well as in society.  As 

a result, he tries to neutralize, if not eliminate this evil in order to construct a just 

society (Fuks 50).  Fuks maintains that Plato achieves this goal in the Republic by 

using direct and indirect methods.  His direct method is to use history to illustrate his 

point; the indirect method is to show what economic foundations of the model state 

eliminate the evils of poverty and riches.  Using Fuks’ work as a guide, I examine 

here Plato’s political theory and the ways he tries to avoid or neutralize the problem 

of poverty in his model state of Kallipolis. 

  For his direct method, Plato uses generalized historical evidence to 

trace the corruption and destruction of different types of government rule.  Through 

                                                 
3Fuks, Alexander, “Plato and the Social Question: The Problem of Poverty and Riches in the 
Republic,” Ancient Society 8 (1977) : 48-83. 
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his review of regimes that he labels aristocracy, timocracy, oligarchy, democracy, and 

tyranny, he shows how greed and divisions between poor and rich are prominent 

factors in all of the governments that eventually underwent revolutions.  Some of the 

cities included are Athens, Sparta, and Syracuse.  While historians may debate the 

details, the conditions described by Plato paint a picture of the relationships between 

the poor and rich during his lifetime (Fuks 54-55).  With the exception of aristocracy, 

which is rule of the wise, the defining issue is poverty versus riches.   

  Eventually even the best constitution decays over time because 

nothing can last forever (Republic 546a).  Aristocracy is no exception to this rule.  

Human nature is such that the leaders will make mistakes by marrying the wrong 

people and bringing children into the world that are “ . . .neither good natured nor 

fortunate.” (Republic 546c-d)  Bad choices in marriage cause a lack of harmony and 

inequality that in turn produces hostility and ultimately, civil war (Republic 546e-

547a).  Once there is disunion among the leaders, the struggle is between those 

pushing the state toward moneymaking and acquiring land, silver, gold and more 

wealth versus those who see virtue as the goal of the state (Republic 547b).  A 

compromise is struck between the two groups.  The agreement results in the creation 

of private property and the enslavement of some who were previously regarded as 

friends (Republic 547b). 

  A sharp division between poor and rich develops during a timocracy.  

It is described as a midpoint constitution between aristocracy and oligarchy (Republic 

547c).  Citizens value material wealth.  Making money becomes a primary goal of the 
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inhabitants and that in turn creates economic class differences within the state.  As a 

result, a class of poor emerges and the evil of poverty versus riches rears its ugly head 

(Republic 544c, 548a-b, 551a).  As things disintegrate in this state, the rich become 

more and more powerful while the poor are powerless.  After a revolution, an 

oligarchy is established as the new form of government.   

  A sharp division between the wealthy and poor is present from the 

beginning of an oligarchy (Republic 550c-d, 551d).  The wealthy few rule and 

economic polarization increases in society.  Socrates observes that a poor person may 

lose all possessions being reduced to a helpless creature in the state (Republic 552a).  

Fuks points out that what Plato is describing is the beginning of pauperism and 

mammonism in society (58).4  The mammonist is devoted to pursuing and 

accumulating material wealth.  This has a debasing effect on the individual.  Plato 

says that in an oligarchy some people are exceedingly wealthy while others are 

impoverished (Republic 552d-e, 553c-d).  As a result, people who own no land and 

have no money or occupation create a proletariat of paupers.  The one thing that 

brings them together besides their poverty is their resentment of the rich (Fuks 58).  

The poor become aware of their own strength and the weaknesses of the ruling class 

(Fuks 64). 

  The poor’s awareness and resentment of the rich ultimately results in a 

revolution that brings forth a democracy (Republic 556b-e).  Socrates describes three 

                                                 
4Mammonist comes from the Greek word mamōna meaning riches.  A mammonist is one who is 
devoted to the ideal or pursuit of wealth. 
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classes of citizens who form society in this type of government (Republic 564a-566e).  

The drones are the idle and spendthrift who comprise the ruling political elite 

(Republic 566a-b).  The second class is the wealthy, those individuals who are 

preoccupied with making money (Republic 564e).  Those who have few possessions 

and labor hard to provide a living for themselves and their families make up the third, 

i.e., the working class (Republic 565a).  The politicians and the working class 

constantly ask the wealthy for more money.  These situations cause an internal 

struggle between the wealthy and working class that ultimately leads to a civil war 

between the poor and the property owners (Republic 566d).   

  The result is tyranny.  The tyrant knows that he derives his power from 

the poor and at first he panders to their wishes.  The redistribution of land and the 

cancellation of debts are two ways he appeases the demands of the poor (Republic 

566d).  Soon, however, the tyrant betrays the poor by becoming the source of internal 

oppression for all inhabitants of the city.  The poor have provided the tyrant with the 

power to set them free from the oppression by the rich but now they have created a 

new source of oppression in the tyrant himself.  In every one of the four imperfect 

types of government — timocracy, oligarchy, democracy and tyranny — corruption 

and conflict is rooted in poor versus rich (Fuks 63). 

  Through these examples, Plato shows that the only way to achieve a 

stable government is to construct a state that has no sharp disparities between rich and 

poor (Fuks 55).  Fuks believes that Plato puts forward two main proposals as his 

indirect methods to accomplish that goal.  First, he limits and restricts the use of 
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private property.  Second, he tightly organizes and controls economic activity in the 

state.   

  Property ownership and familial arrangements are eliminated to 

promote unity and maintain the virtue found between the two upper classes, the 

guardians and the auxiliaries (Republic 462c-d, 464b).  It is an elitist and absolute 

communism because it only applies to the small number of individuals who have the 

best natures (Fuks 79).  As a result, there will be no poverty or riches in their lives.  

Plato also accomplishes the separation of political power from economic activity 

(Republic 521a).  In addition, since the guardians are charged with keeping wealth 

and poverty from slipping into Kallipolis, their economic arrangements are of 

paramount importance so that they may be true to their goal (Republic 421e).  

  Since only a small number of people in the community live under 

communist arrangements, Plato must ensure that the problem of poverty does not 

arise among the largest number of people in Kallipolis, i.e., the producing class.  This 

class includes farmers, craftsmen, wage earners, traders, wholesale and retail traders, 

and sailors to facilitate trade (Republic 370d-371e).  They have private property and 

families (Republic 417a, 419a).  Plato does not provide much detail about how to 

avoid the problem of poverty and riches among the working class in the Republic.  

There is, however, some evidence that the economic activity and private property will 

be organized, controlled, and supervised (Fuks 72).  He states that the guardians must 

guard against wealth and poverty from entering the city, implying that they should 

supervise and control economic activity in the city (Republic 421e).  He additionally 
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suggests that a specific law is needed that would prohibit the state from enforcing 

voluntary contracts entered into by citizens.  Those contracts will be made at the 

lenders’ own risk to discourage behavior that is motivated for the sake of making 

money at others’ expense (Republic 556b).  In addition, Plato advocates population 

control for all three classes (Republic 423a-c, 460a).  Fuks believes that because Plato 

emphasizes the need for structure in the state to promote unity and because he states 

that each citizen must fulfill his or her own function, he surely must have intended to 

have some basic form of economic organization that applied to the working class 

(Fuks 73).  It should be sufficiently evident that Plato’s goal was to avoid the problem 

of poverty and wealth in Kallipolis.  That goal surely required supervision and 

regulation of the largest class of citizens.   

  Plato's arrangements for Kallipolis in the Republic are based on some 

strong presuppositions about human nature.  Not least among them is the fact that 

individuals are by nature somewhat greedy or at least predisposed to materialism.  

That is one reason why strict communism is prescribed for the two upper classes.  

Property ownership would almost certainly lead to corruption and to the decay of the 

upper classes (Republic 416d, 417a-b, 464c, 543a-b).  Further, since the aim in the 

Republic is to build a community in which each individual treats the other as a family 

member, familial relations among the upper classes are also demanded (Republic 

463c).  In this way, partial affection for blood kin cannot interfere with obtaining 

unity.  Instead, friendship and love among the inhabitants constitute the prevailing 

bonds. 
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  An older and more mature Plato writes the Laws.  As in the Republic, 

he maintains his belief that greed corrupts the individual as well as the state.  He 

wants to prevent the same evils, i.e., a class of poor and rich in the same city, as he 

constructs his model city of Magnesia in the Laws.  These evils were precluded by the 

economic arrangements in the Republic.  It is greed, that insatiable desire for more 

and more wealth, which forces Plato to abandon his plans for the first-best state in the 

Republic.  In a nostalgic statement, the Athenian Stranger reaffirms Plato’s belief that 

communism for the two upper classes in the Republic is still the best arrangement, but 

human nature makes it impractical.   

You’ll find the ideal society and state, the best code of laws, where the old 

saying ‘friends’ property is genuinely shared’ is put into practice as widely as 

possible throughout the entire state.  Now I don’t know whether in fact this 

situation–a community of wives, children and all property–exists anywhere 

today, or will ever exist, but at any rate in such a state the notion of ‘private 

property’ will have been by hook or by crook completely eliminated from life.  

Everything possible will have been done to throw into a sort of common pool 

even what is by nature ‘my own’ like eyes and ears and hands, in the sense 

that to judge by appearance they all see and hear and act in concert.  

Everybody feels pleasure and pain at the same things, so that they all praise 

and blame with complete unanimity.  To sum up, the laws in force impose the 

greatest possible unity on the state–and you’ll never produce a better or truer 

criterion of an absolutely perfect law than that.  It may be that gods or a 
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number of the children of gods inhabit this kind of state: if so, the life they 

live there, observing these rules, is a happy one indeed.  And so men need 

look no further for their ideal: they should keep this state in view and try to 

find one that most nearly resembles it.  This is what we’ve put our hand to, 

and if in some way it could be realized, it would come very near immortality 

and be second only to the ideal (Laws 739-c-e).5 

  The combination of greed in the individual and the institution of 

private property make an unwieldy combination for one who is trying to construct the 

just state.  Inculcating citizens with the virtue of moderation becomes more difficult, 

and thus Plato turns to a constitution with a preamble and detailed laws to restrain the 

destructive tendencies that create the problem of poverty in the first place.   

  Exposing the corrupting power of greed is a central theme in the Laws.  

Individuals who are greedy disregard the virtue of moderation in the individual and in 

the state (e.g., Laws 869e-870b, 906b-e).  The Athenian Stranger denounces the 

individual who is preoccupied with making money and accumulating private property 

(Laws 736d-737b).  He expands on his belief that virtue and great wealth are 

incompatible both for the individual and for the state (Laws 742e-743b).  The passion 

for great wealth, profit, and private property corrupts people’s lives and makes them 

unfit for citizenship (Laws 831c-e).  The Athenian Stranger states that “ . . . all the 

gold upon the earth and all the gold beneath it does not compensate for lack of 

                                                 
5 Plato, Laws, trans. Trevor J. Saunders in Plato Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper and D.S. 
Hutchinson (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1997) 1318-1616.  All references to Plato’s Laws are from this 
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virtue.” (Laws 728a)  In Book XI, he declares that he would prefer to have justice in 

his soul rather than money in his pocket because treasure for treasure, that is a better 

bargain and a better part of himself also (Laws 913b).  The Platonic theme of virtue 

characterized by moderation and care of the soul trumps the pursuit of money.   

  That said, how does Plato construct a state in the Laws that avoids the 

problems of greed and poverty?  As Alexander Fuks explains, Plato aims for a 

measure of socio-economic equality that will be spread throughout the entire citizen 

body.6  The state of Magnesia being constructed in the Laws will limit foreign trade 

and there will be no buying on credit or lending money with interest (Laws 705, 741e, 

842d, 849, 919c-d, 849d-850a).  The citizens use an internal coinage; gold and silver 

are retained by the state for the times when it is necessary for travel and commerce 

(Laws 742a-b).  The state of Magnesia limits the number of inhabitants so that equal 

portions of land may be allotted to citizens.7  This allotment of land may not be 

mortgaged, sold, or donated, nor can it be reclaimed by the state (Laws 740a-741e, 

855a 928e-929a).  Once allotted to the citizens, it remains in their possession until 

death, and then it will go to a single heir named in the will.  This sums up the landed 

                                                                                                                                           
edition.  
6 Fuks, Alexander, “Plato and the Social Question:  The Problem of Poverty and Riches in the Laws,” 
Ancient Society 10 (1979): 69.  All references to Fuks made in this section on the Laws refer to this 
article. 
7 Plato sets this number at 5,040 landholders so there would be 5,040 families and for each individual 
family an allotment of land to support a citizen-family (737c, 737e, 741b-c, 744d-e, 745a). 
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property ownership in Magnesia for there are no other provisions for owning land.  

Private property ownership thus forms the basis for all citizen-families in the Laws8.   

  Each allotment includes a house for the family to live in and other 

buildings that may be necessary for farming the land.  This initial allotment of land 

secures equality for the citizens of Magnesia.  The Athenian Stranger says that the 

city must acknowledge four property classes so that offices, taxes, and grants may be 

arranged according to each citizen’s financial worth (Laws 744b-c).9  All citizens start 

equally with the land, and then depending on whether they grow richer or poorer, they 

will be transferred to the appropriate class (Laws 744d).  At this point, the Athenian 

Stranger reiterates his absolute commitment to avoid “the greatest plague of all-civil 

war though civil disintegration would be a better term-extreme poverty and wealth 

must not be allowed to arise in any section of the citizen-body, because both lead to 

both these disasters.” (Laws 744d-e) 

  As a result of this commitment, strict limitations are established to 

control the accumulation of wealth as well as provisions to keep families from falling 

into poverty.  As for wealth, landholders may acquire moveable property up to the 

limit of four times the value of a lot (Laws 744e).  The poverty line is the ownership 

of moveable property that is equal to the value of the allotment (Laws 744e).  The 

                                                 
8 For a detailed discussion of these allotments and whether they should be called “private property” see 
Fuks, 55-61. 
9 To further assure the equality of the initial allotment, Plato states that if the land allotted has poor 
soil, then that allotment should be larger to compensate for the poor quality of the soil (Laws 745c). 
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family should have enough material goods to work the land they own.10  Later in 

Book VI, the Athenian Stranger says that . . . “in this state no one will go without the 

necessities of life.” (Laws 774c)  Provisions are also made for orphans, the aged, and 

people with disabilities (Laws 766c, 761d).  Thus the levels of poverty and wealth are 

strictly controlled.  This is true not only for the citizens, but also for the working force 

that is made up of foreigners.  Even the amount of money that one can spend on 

events such as funerals and weddings is based on the citizen’s class (Laws 959d). 

  All property, whether land or moveable, must be registered with the 

state.  Monetary fines, as well as public condemnation designed to bring shame, are 

instituted to discourage noncompliance. 

If anyone is found to possess anything in addition to the registered sum, the 

entire surplus should be confiscated by the state, and on top of that anyone 

who wants to should bring a charge against him – and an ugly, discreditable 

charge it will be, if the man is convicted of being enticed by the prospect of 

gain to hold the laws in contempt.  The accuser, who may be anyone, should 

accordingly enter a charge of ‘money-grubbing’ against him, and prosecute in 

the court of the Law-Guardians themselves.  If the defendant is found guilty, 

he must be excluded from the common resources of the state, and when a 

grant of some kind is made, he must go without and be limited to his holding; 

and for as long as he lives his conviction should be recorded for public 

inspection by all and sundry (Laws 754e-755a). 

                                                 
10 Morrow, Glenn.  Plato’s Cretan City. (Princeton, 1993) 131. 
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  Political offices and participation are not affected to any great degree 

by the inequality of wealth found in the four classes (Laws 756c).  On more than one 

occasion, the Athenian Stranger states his belief that no special distinction should be 

assigned to wealth (Laws 696b, 697b-c, 743d).  Magnesia allows for equal 

distribution of private property and moveable property that may not be equal but that 

does have strict restrictions and limits on it also.  As Alexander Fuks states, “The city 

resting upon this economic basis combines basic equality with controlled inequality.” 

(Fuks 64)   

  Moderating one’s desires for wealth and material gain is not only 

necessary for a happy life, but is also essential to avoid the disintegration and 

destruction of the state.  Poverty in Plato’s state becomes a problem only when 

individuals want more than they actually need to live a comfortable, happy life.  This 

is poverty as a psychological state, which causes individuals to feel a sense of 

deprivation when they compare their situation with that of others.  One of the crucial 

functions of Plato’s centrally important rigorous education is to foster an appropriate 

sense of needs among citizen allowing them to keep their desires in check. 

  To say that the economic structures in Kallipolis and Magnesia are 

anti-capitalist is an understatement.  Productivity for the purpose of achieving great 

monetary profits is not only discouraged through laws and policies that apply not only 

to the citizens but also to the state.  These stringent laws are designed to educate 

citizens and harness the appetitive greed that is basic to human nature.  Plato believes 

that the problem of poverty becomes a far more difficult problem once it is 
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entrenched in society.  Aristotle’s goal in his Politics is to solve this problem, i.e., 

poverty already present. 

Aristotle 

Aristotle’s political theory presupposes that even under the best constitution, there 

will be a need for the state and private citizens to provide for those who are less 

fortunate (Politics 1289b30, 1291b8).  He agrees with Plato that if the problem of 

poverty is not controlled, it will lead to civil unrest (Politics 1303b14).11  He also 

agrees that extreme care should be taken when designing the state to ensure that 

property arrangements are conducive to limiting class conflict.  Since even the best 

state will undoubtedly have some poor people, a system of social services should be 

designed as a safety net (Politics 1320a35-1320b15).  The main aim of social 

services, however, ought to be helping the poor to become self-sufficient.   

  Before discussing Aristotle’s approaches to dealing with the problem 

of poverty, it is necessary to understand his theory of property ownership.  He thinks 

that to establish a just state, appropriate property arrangements must be made from 

the beginning.  He maintains that private property ownership is a necessary condition 

for the just state.  In Book II of Politics, Aristotle rejects communism for the 

guardians and auxiliaries in the Republic and also criticizes equalization of property 

as an alternative.  Here I examine his critique of these two property arrangements and 

then explore his system for property organization in his best state.   

                                                 
11 Aristotle, Politics, trans. C.D.C. Reeve, (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1998).  All references to Aristotle’s 
Politics are from this edition. 
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  Aristotle has practical and theoretical reasons for rejecting 

communism in the Republic.  His reasons can be summarized as the following: 

1. People are more likely to have conflicts in a communal situation than when 

they have their own families and property (Politics 1263b14-3). 

2. Communal arrangements deny individuals the pleasure of ownership (Politics 

1263a40-1263b5). 

3. Private property allows one to be able to help one’s friends (Politics1263b8-

14).   

4. Communal arrangements take away the tasks of two virtues, i.e., temperance 

and generosity.  Temperance in regard to having sex with different women 

and generosity with one’s property (Politics 1263b8-14). 

5. Communal arrangements may get rid of some evils but too many good things 

have to be given up, which makes it a bad arrangement (Politics 1263b27-

28). 

6. Too much unity in a state is not a good thing. Instead of communal 

arrangements to promote friendship, the focus should be on education, habits, 

and laws (Politics 1263b30-40). 

7. If communal living and property arrangements were such good ideas, then one 

would find cities with that kind of constitution (Politics 1264a1) 

8. Instead of getting rid of the threat of faction in the state, Plato is actually 

creating fertile grounds for it by creating two states, one of the guardians and 

one consisting of the farmers and craftsmen (Politics 1264a11-20). 
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9. Guardians will be deprived of happiness because no one could be happy under 

those circumstances.  In addition, when part of the city is unhappy, the whole 

cannot be happy either (Politics 1264b16-25).   

In spite of the different practical and theoretical concerns listed, R.F. Stalley believes 

that Aristotle’s fundamental problem with the communal arrangements in the 

Republic is with Plato’s view of human nature 12 

  Aristotle’s fundamental objection to the ideal of political community 

he finds in the Republic is that it is contrary to nature.  Thus, even if it could be 

realized in ideal conditions, it would frustrate rather than promote, the well being of 

citizens (Stalley 199). 

  Aristotle does not believe that the equalization of property ownership 

will by itself solve the problem of poverty because people will always want more.  In 

addition, he says that it is quite difficult to decide what amount of land is necessary 

and sufficient for citizens to live a temperate and generous life.  While equalizing 

property may have certain advantages in preventing factions from arising, these 

advantages are outweighed by the civil discord that equalization would itself cause.  

Many people would feel that they deserved more than equality and thus would revolt 

(Politics 1267a37-1267b7).  Aristotle chooses the word deserve even though the 

distribution of land has nothing to do with desert.  That is to say, the land is not 

allotted as a reward or payment for work that has been done.  Perhaps Aristotle is 

                                                 
12 Stalley, R.F., “Aristotle’s Criticism of Plato’s Republic,” in A Companion to Aristotle’s Politics. ed.  
David Keyt and Fred Miller, Jr. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991) 182-199.   

 18 



suggesting that some, or most, people feel a sense of entitlement to more than equal 

shares, whether there is a basis for their beliefs or not.  Aristotle’s observation 

introduces a new source of faction in society, for surely he is right that some will 

think that they should receive more land or honor than others for different reasons.  

For example, P thinks that he works harder than Q.  As a result, P thinks that he 

should receive a larger allotment of land than Q because he will be able to use the 

additional land to produce more crops.  P’s beliefs may or may not be based on any 

empirical evidence that supports his claim.  It could be that Q is a more efficient 

worker and he is able to accomplish in six hours what it takes P nine hours to 

accomplish.  Aristotle says that there will always be disagreement about who 

deserves what because human nature is such that people always desire more. 

So, while equalizing the property of citizens is among the things that help 

prevent faction, it is certainly no big thing, so to speak.  For cultivated people 

would get dissatisfied on the grounds that they do not merit equality.  That is 

why they often engage in sedition and start faction.  Besides, human greed is 

an insatiable thing.  Thus two obols13 is enough at first, but once that has 

become traditional, they go on always asking for more, until they go beyond 

all limit.  For there is no natural limit to desires, and satisfying them is what 

the many spend their lives trying to do.  The starting point in such matters, 

therefore, rather than leveling property, is to arrange that naturally decent 

 19 



people are disposed not to want to be acquisitive, and that base ones cannot be 

(and this is the case if they are weaker and are not treated unjustly) (Politics 

1267a37–1267b7). 

In addition, Aristotle maintains that doling out equal parcels of property is a difficult 

task:   

He [Plato] says that a person should have as much as he needs in order to live 

temperately, which is like saying “as much as he needs to live well.”  For the 

formulation is much too general.  Besides, it is possible to live a temperate life 

but a wretched one.  A better definition is “temperately and generously”; for 

when separated, the one will lead to poverty, the other to luxury.  For these are 

the only choiceworthy states that bare on the use of property (Politics 

1264a27-35). 

Also, since in the Laws Plato allows for moveable property that is worth five14 times 

the landed property value, why not allow for more landed property (Politics 1265b20-

24)?  Aristotle says that one should not trust either a system of common ownership or 

a system of equal ownership.  Instead of eliminating private property or base the state 

on equalization of property, he believes that moral education, social customs, and 

legislation will help to instill the proper attitude toward property, i.e., moderation 

(Politics 1263b35).  It is ironic that in spite of Aristotle’s criticisms of Phaleas and 

                                                                                                                                           
13 Ernest Barker says that this was daily allowance of money made in the fifty century to each 
Athenian citizen during festivals to pay for seats in the theatre.  The Politics of Aristotle, ed. and trans. 
Ernest Barker (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1958) 67 n2. 
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Plato’s plans for equal allotments of property, he adopts this policy in setting up his 

ideal state in Book VII of Politics (1330a14-18). 

  Aristotle provides three alternatives for property arrangements in the 

state (Politics 1263a1-9).  They can be summarized in the following way: 

Production 
 
 
 
          Private  Common 
 
 
 
  Private 
 
 
 
Ownership 
 
 
  Common 

          1          2 

          3          4 
 
 

 

Of course there is a fourth alternative, i.e., that both ownership and use could be 

private, but for unknown reasons, Aristotle omits any discussion of that alternative.15  

He believes that it is necessary for individuals to own private property in the state and 

he selects the first alternative as the best because: 

                                                                                                                                           
14See Laws 744e.  Plato sets the limit at four times the landed property value and not five as Aristotle 
states.  
  
15 Ernest Barker discusses this omission, but he does not offer any explanation for it.  This is contained 
in Barker’s translation of Politics previously cited, p. 55, n1. 
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For while property should be in some way communal, in general it should be 

private.  For when care for property is divided up, it leads not to those mutual 

accusations, but rather to greater care being given, as each will be attending to 

what is his own.  But where use is concerned, virtue will ensure that it is 

governed by the proverb “friends share everything in common.” (Politics 

1263a26-30) 

  Aristotle’s choice is provocative because as C.D.C. Reeve points out, 

Aristotle states in the Rhetoric that to own property, one must have the power to 

alienate or dispose of it through either gift or sale (Rhetoric 1361a21-22).16  But in the 

Politics, Aristotle states that each of the qualified citizens, i.e., each male head of 

household, in the ideal constitution should be given inalienable allotments that are 

equal (Politics 1266b14-31, 1270a15-35, 1330a14-18).  If the lots were inalienable, 

then one would not be able to sell or give them away.  It cannot mean having 

exclusive or private use of the land since its use is communal.  Thus Reeve is left 

asking what property ownership means to Aristotle. 

  Aristotle additionally believes that private property with communal 

use will encourage friendship among citizens.  Yet, one can imagine the conflict that 

could be created by this type of arrangement.  In the same way that Aristotle points 

out that communal arrangements in the Republic could create disagreements, private 

ownership of property with communal use can create fertile grounds for 

                                                 
16 C.D.C. Reeve raises questions about Aristotle’s notion of private property ownership in his 
Introduction to Politics on pages lxxvii-lxxviii in the edition previously cited. 
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disagreements.  This is especially true if we accept Aristotle’s claim that people take 

better care of what they own and that communal property will be neglected.  It is not 

difficult to imagine that a property owner may become agitated if he thinks that 

someone is not respecting his property.  We may imagine an overly protective 

property owner who supervises the use of his property so closely that those who use it 

feel harassed.  Or a person who does not take good care of his property may resent the 

one who does.  Finally, it is curious how this arrangement will promote generosity 

since legislation will make communal use the law of the land.  At a minimum, it is 

surely a weakened notion of generosity. 

  Along with legislating the correct property arrangements, Aristotle 

emphasizes the importance of population control in the state.  He states that it is vital 

in limiting the incidence of poverty in the state: 

One might well think instead that it is the birth rate that should be limited, 

rather than property, so that no more than a certain number are born.  (One 

should fix this number by looking to the chances that some of those born will 

not survive, and that others will be childless). To leave the number 

unrestricted, as is done in most city-states, inevitably causes poverty among 

the citizens and poverty produces faction and crime (Politics 1265b5-11).17 

                                                 
17 Aristotle provides a similar critique of Plato’s arrangements for community of property in 1263a 20 
– 1264b6.  At times Aristotle does not represent accurately Plato’s actual argument in the Republic.  
For example, Aristotle claims that Plato does not deal with population control but he does in Laws 
740b, 741b, 742c, 855a-b, and 856d-e.  In addition, Aristotle confuses the communal ownership of 
land in the Republic.  Plato does not advocate common ownership of land in the Republic.  The 
farming class owns the land and the only element of communism is that of the Guardian class who 
make common use of the products from the land in return for their protection of the city.  
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  As stated earlier, another argument that Aristotle provides in defense 

of private property ownership is that it is a necessary condition for individuals to 

practice the virtue of generosity.  Terence Irwin explains Aristotle’s notion of 

generosity in the following passage: 

The Aristotelian virtue that encourages beneficent and (in the modern sense) 

philanthropic activity is generosity, eleutheriotes.  This plainly involves the 

transfer of material resources in circumstances where no principle of justice 

requires it.  Without this transfer there is no generous action; and to this extent 

Aristotle is clearly right to say that generosity has its function in the use of 

possessions (Irwin, 213-214).18 

Although the virtue of generosity requires private property, Irwin says it is a flawed 

argument: 

The argument that we need private property because we value generosity is by 

itself no more persuasive than the argument that we need war because we 

value bravery, or that we need temptations to injustice because we value 

justice or that we need beggars because we value charity (Irwin 214). 

In addition, Irwin makes the point that is easy to suppose that Aristotle leaves room 

for philanthropy only by slighting the claims of justice.   

Philanthropy requires the philanthropic person (or institution) to have some 

surplus beyond his or her needs, and requires a beneficiary who is in some 

                                                 
18 Irwin, Terence, “Aristotle’s Defense of Private Property,” in A Companion to Aristotle’s Politics. ed. 
David Keyt and Fred Miller, Jr. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991): 200-225. 
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way significantly worse off than the benefactor.  It is natural to ask whether 

the inequality between benefactor and beneficiary could not have been 

removed by some other means, and whether the interests of the beneficiary 

could not be better served by making him less dependent on the charitable 

impulses of the benefactor (Irwin 212). 

Finally, Irwin refers to Kant’s point that private property and inequality make 

philanthropy a possibility.  While philanthropy is better than no philanthropy when 

inequality exists, Irwin wonders if it would not be best to remove the conditions that 

make philanthropy desirable (Irwin 212). 

  In addressing the problem of civil discord, Aristotle considers the 

cause of crime.  At one point, he directly connects crime to poverty (Politics 1265b9-

11).  He says later that while some crimes are committed because people lack 

necessities, most are committed because criminals have desires that go beyond 

meeting their needs (Politics 1267a5).  Those desires drive them to commit crimes.  A 

third type of criminal behavior comes about because individuals desire to commit 

crimes and criminal activity provides them with pleasure.  To remedy the first type of 

criminal behavior, i.e., those who commit crimes because of real needs, Aristotle 

believes that those individuals should be supplied with a limited amount of property 

and some type of work.  For the second and third individuals described, a moderate 

disposition and the aid of philosophy respectively, will be useful to address their 

propensity to criminal activity.  Aristotle emphasizes that the greatest of crimes are 
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not committed because of need for subsistence but because of the desire to have more 

than the necessities (Politics 1267a3-16).   

  Aristotle agrees with Plato on the major cause of poverty, namely, that 

greed is part of human nature and thus causes the blurry distinction between wants 

and needs.  The insatiable appetite for the acquisition of material goods lies at the root 

of the problem of crime and poverty.  Aristotle also agrees with Plato that promoting 

friendship among citizens is desirable to reduce faction and conflict.  In both cases, 

however, Aristotle claims that moral training, education, and legislation should be the 

primary solutions for the problem. 

  In Book III of the Politics, Aristotle provides his theory of distributive 

justice, which chiefly concerns the distribution of political offices.  Aristotle’s main 

goal is to promote a good quality of life for all inhabitants of the state.  He rejects the 

notions that individuals primarily form societies for their own self-preservation, 

mutual defense, or to promote economic interests: 

 “But suppose they do not do so only for the sake of life, but rather for the sake  

 of living well, since otherwise there could be a city-state of SLAVES or  

animals, where in fact there is not, because these share neither in HAPPINESS 

nor in a life guided by DELIBERATIVE CHOICE.” (Politics 1280a30) 

Thus the state must encourage good character among its members and the end is not a 

mere alliance but virtuous people who live happy lives (Politics 1280b5-12).  He later 

expands on this notion by saying; “And a city state is the community of families and 

villages in a complete and self-sufficient life, which we say is living happily and 
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NOBLY.” (Politics 1280b39)  To achieve this state of affairs, he believes that 

distributive justice should be based on proportionate equality of the contributions that 

the citizens make toward enhancing the true purpose of the state.  For example, as P 

has given to the state in the way of personal merit and contributions to its good, so P 

should receive from the state, in the way of offices and honor.  If P’s merits and 

contributions are equal to Q’s, then they ought to receive equal amounts, and if they 

are unequal, then they ought to receive unequal amounts (Politics 1281a3-8).19  Civil 

unrest arises not only from inequality of property but also from inequality in political 

offices.   

Beside, people resort to faction because of inequality not only 

of property but also of honors, although in opposite ways in each case: the 

many do so because of inequality in property; cultivated people because of 

honors, if they happen to be equal.  Hence the saying, “Noble and base are 

held in a single honor.” (Politics 1266b36–1267a) 

  The real difference between oligarchies and democracies is poverty 

and riches.  Oligarchies are found where the wealthy few rule and democracies are 

found where the poor majority rule.   

What does distinguish democracy and oligarchy from one another is poverty 

and wealth: whenever some, whether a minority or a majority, rule because of 

                                                 
19 Aristotle provides an explanation of his notion of distributive justice also in Nichomachean Ethics in 
Book V.iii, which states that justice is proportionate equality. 
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their wealth, the constitution is necessarily an oligarchy, and whenever the 

poor rule, it is necessarily a democracy (Politics 1279b38–42). 

Democracy and oligarchy are the most common forms of government because the 

conflict between poor and rich dominates politics.  Aristotle looks to the middle class 

to regulate the state and to control the conflict between the rich and poor (Politics 

1295a35-1296a21).  It is the middle class that will ensure the longevity of the state 

because it enhances moderation already inherent in the constitution.  The best 

political society has a large middle class and that is where power resides (Politics 

1295b34–1296b10).  Moderation demands that the rich should not be alienated 

through confiscation of their wealth and the poor should not be abused.   

  Moderation also demands that measures should be taken to improve 

the lives of those who are poor.  To achieve this last goal, Aristotle introduces a 

system of public and private social services to promote moderation and well being in 

the state.  First, Aristotle critiques the different ways that states have tried to solve the 

problem of poverty.  Demagogues have made a habit of distributing surplus revenue 

among the people.  “Helping the poor in this way, indeed, is like pouring water into 

the proverbial leaking jug.” (Politics 1320a30–31)  There is a duty, however, to 

prevent excessive poverty because it is the chief defect of democracy.  The 

appropriate measures would ensure a permanent level of prosperity and this would be 

in the interest of all classes (Politics 1220a33-35). 

But the truly democratic man should see to it that the multitude are not too 

poor (since this is a cause of the democracy’s being a corrupt one).  Measures 
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must, therefore, be devised to ensure long-term prosperity.  And, since this is 

also beneficial to the rich, whatever is left over from the revenues should be 

collected together and distributed in lump sums to the poor, particularly if 

enough can be accumulated for the acquisition of a plot of land, or failing that, 

for a start in trade or farming.  And if this cannot be done for all, distribution 

should instead be by turns on the basis of tribe or some other part.  In the 

meantime the rich should be taxed to provide pay for necessary meeting of the 

assembly, while being released from useless sorts of public service (Politics 

1320a35–1320b3). 

Aristotle’s social services can be summarized as follows: 

1) Constructive public assistance designed to enable men to set themselves up in 

life.  This in practice may be public block grants that will enable the poor to buy a 

piece of property or start a business in agriculture or commerce (Politics 1320a34-

1320a38). 

2) Private voluntary social service from the notables who are men of good feeling 

and good sense who will undertake the duty of helping the poor to find 

occupations.  Each would take charge of a group of men to make a start (Politics. 

1320b4-1320b10). 

In addition, Aristotle believes that the common use of private property contributes to 

helping the poor.  The goal is that no one becomes destitute.   
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  Happiness is enhanced by good fortune according to Aristotle.  The 

upshot of this is that if one is fortunate to be born into a wealthy family, he will have 

more opportunities to be virtuous and will have more choices in life that may allow 

more happiness.  On the other hand, if one is born into poverty, he may certainly be a 

virtuous person, but it will be more difficult to practice virtue and obtain happiness 

(Politics 1294a15-20).   

  Fortune involves things that are beyond one’s control that may harm or 

benefit them.  For example, A is a matter of fortune for B if and only if  

(1) A harms or benefits B 

(2) B’s decisions or desires do not control A 

Beauty, wealth, good birth, and good health are some of the examples used by 

Aristotle to describe external goods or goods of fortune (Nichomachean Ethics 

1099b).20  While Aristotle makes it clear that good fortune is not enough to make 

someone happy, he does believe that these external goods make it easier for one to 

share in the activities of goodness (Politics 1323b40–1324a3).   

  John Cooper explores the role that fortune plays in Aristotle’s notion 

of happiness, eudaimonia.21  Cooper says that Aristotle provides two different reasons 

to explain why happiness requires a sufficient amount of external goods.  The first 

one is similar to Aristotle’s argument for private property because he believes that in 

order to perform some virtuous actions one needs a good deal of money.  The second 

                                                 
20 Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, trans. Terence Irwin (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1985).  All references 
to Nichomachean Ethics are from this edition. 
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reason is that if one is lacking in certain things, for example good birth, then his 

happiness is less than what it could be if he came from a wealthy and respected 

family (Cooper 178-179).  In addition, coming from a wealthy family gives an 

individual options or choices that he or she would otherwise not have available.  

Cooper explains in the following passage: 

The thought is this: one needs to be well-off financially, reasonably well-liked 

by others, and to have available to a reasonably good supply of other things 

one needs by way of food, drink and so on, most of the time in one’s life; for 

the human virtues consist essentially and in the first place in the proper use of 

this normally expected (or anyhow reasonable hoped-for) array of goods 

(Cooper 188). 

  Cooper rejects the notion of occasional good luck or misfortune as 

being part of these external goods and advances the claim that Aristotle means good 

fortune as a settled and permanent feature of someone’s way of life.   

  The main point is that for Aristotle, external goods are instrumental in 

enabling the virtuous person to exercise his virtues and to continue to live a fully 

virtuous life (Cooper 196).  This in itself has major implications for those who are 

born into poverty because through no fault of their own, their choices are limited and 

their ability to live a fully virtuous life may be compromised. 

  Aristotle has no tolerance for the abuse of the poor by wealthier 

members of society.  In fact he advocates heavier penalties being levied against the 

                                                                                                                                           
21 Cooper, John, “Aristotle on the Good of Fortune,” The Philosophical Review (April 1985) 173-197. 
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wealthy who do violence to the poor than if the violence is directed against members 

of their own class (Politics 1309a20).  Proper laws will help to inculcate citizens with 

the right attitude toward the poor by moderating their behavior in society.  This right 

attitude, however, is misleading, since in Aristotle’s Politics the good life and the 

pursuit of happiness are limited to a minority of citizens.  Most of the inhabitants, 

slaves, women, farmers, laborers, immigrants, and artisans are completely excluded 

from citizenship because they do not have the capacity and good fortune to participate 

in the Aristotelian life of excellence. 

Conclusion 

What is striking about Plato and Aristotle’s treatment of the problem of poverty is 

their lack of invective language toward the poor.  Being poor is nothing to be 

ashamed of; it’s nothing to be proud of either.  The poor are not categorized as 

morally deficient, nor are they blamed for their sorry lot in life.  Neither do they 

glorify being poor.  Instead, both investigate and uncover what they believe to be the 

causes of poverty.  At the base of the problem it is revealed that the nature of human 

beings predisposes civil society to create the problem of poverty.  Once this fact is 

discovered, Plato sets about trying to organize, educate, and legislate to avoid the 

problem altogether in society.  Human nature being what it is, his plans for the 

“ideal” state in the Republic are replaced by the second best in the Laws.  Aristotle 

accepts that the problem of poverty will always be present in any society.  Since 

greed is an inherent part of human nature, poverty will always be a problem in 

society.   
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  For all of his criticisms of Plato’s policies to avoid poverty and riches 

in society, Aristotle still looks to many of the same ideas for preventing poverty in his 

political theory.  Both believe that private property ownership must be regulated.  

Both look to establishing good customs and habits through proper education and 

legislation in the state.  Plato and Aristotle also want the community to be a 

community of friends.  Thus friendship plays an important unifying role in both 

political theories.  Perhaps their greatest agreement is about the devastating effects 

that poverty and riches will have on society because both believe that if it is left 

unchecked, poverty will ultimately destroy the state. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
VIRTUE, CAPITALISM, AND PUBLIC AID:   
CLASSICAL LIBERALISM AND THE POOR 

 
Introduction 

 
John Locke, Adam Smith and Alexis de Tocqueville’s writings about poverty reflect 

the core principles found in classical liberalism.  Alan Ryan provides a definition of 

classical liberalism that he says separates it from modern liberalism.  The latter more 

than the former is concerned with social justice and personal fulfillment as is 

characterized by the work of John Rawls.  Ryan says that: 

Classical liberalism is associated with John Locke [1690], Adam Smith 

[1755], Alexis de Tocqueville [1835] and Freidrich von Hayek.  It focuses on 

the idea of limited government, the rule of law, the avoidance of arbitrary and 

discretionary power, the sanctity of private property and freely made contracts 

and the responsibility of individuals for their own fates (Ryan 293).22 

Ryan also states that adherents to this doctrine are “hostile to the  

welfare state” because its ideas run counter to the belief that individuals are 

responsible for their own welfare (293).  In addition, classic liberals reject the large 

amount of discretionary power that public aid gives to politicians and bureaucrats and 

the dependency that it creates among recipients (Ryan 293-294).  And although 

Locke and Tocqueville reflect these beliefs, both also thought that government has a 

responsibility to provide aid in certain cases.  Neither of them promotes, or likes, the 
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idea of public aid; however; both recognize that the liberal state must help care for 

those who are unable to care for themselves.23  In 1697, Locke suggested reforms to 

the English Poor Laws that call for more government administration to deal with the 

growing number of poor in England.  Adam Smith advocated paying higher wages for 

the working poor and providing public education to moderate disparities in wealth 

and education among citizens.  Thus, the contrast that Ryan makes between classical 

liberalism and what he calls modern liberalism is more complicated and not as clear-

cut as one may be led to think.  Thomas Horne claims that liberalism’s concern for 

the welfare rights of the poor is not a recent modification of traditional liberalism but 

a feature of it from the beginning.24 

  The problem of poverty does, however, expose tensions within liberal 

theory.25  Mass poverty poses a threat to the basic principles of a market society 

because increased disparities in wealth magnify tensions in societies that are based on 

liberal maxims that include moral equality and democracy.  Liberals value freedom 

and equality.  Poverty is a problem for them because freedom often, if not 

necessarily, results in inequality of wealth, and hence of comfort, honors and 

                                                                                                                                           
22 Ryan, Alan,  “Liberalism,” in A Companion to Contemporary Political Philosophy, ed. Robert E. 
Goodin and Philip Pettit, 2nd ed.  (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995) 291-311. 
23 Horne, Thomas, Property Rights and Poverty: Political Arguments in Britain, 1605-1834, (Chapel 
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1990).  Especially pages 48-65.  See also Richard 
Ashcraft, “Liberalism and the Problem of Poverty,” Critical Review, vol. 6, no.4, (1992): 493-516. 
24This is the central theme in Horne’s work previously cited.  Ashcraft agrees with Horne’s conclusion 
and provides additional evidence to support it in his article “Liberalism and the Problem of Poverty” 
previously cited. 
25 Richard Ashcraft makes this point when he says, “ . . .not only have the dimensions of the problem 
of poverty increased with the growth of democratic capitalist society, but also, viewed from an 
historical perspective, it is the problem of poverty that exposes the fundamental tensions at the heart of 
liberal political theory.”  (493). 
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happiness.  Although liberals want to preserve or reestablish equality, to do so means 

interfering with the freedom of the rich.  Locke, for example, believed in moral 

egalitarianism and a society that enhances self-preservation.  As a result, for his 

political theory to be intellectually and morally cohesive, he had to make some 

commitment to promote the self-preservation and welfare for all members in a liberal 

society.   

  Increased poverty was one of the most formidable challenges to 

government during the lifetimes of these philosophers.  During the seventeenth 

century, the English economy was changing from an agrarian-based one to a 

production-based economy (Price 17-22).26  With this change came improvements in 

agriculture that lessened the occurrence of massive crop failures and subsequent 

subsistence crises.  Starvation, in particular, no longer posed as great a threat as it had 

in earlier times.  Ironically, this led to increased poverty since the mortality rates 

dropped while the birth rates increased.  This did not mean that a harvest failure 

coupled with the outbreak of a disease could not bring catastrophic results to a 

particular area of England.  The elderly and young were still vulnerable to these 

localized situations.  While few people starved to death in England during the 

seventeenth century, individuals still faced economic uncertainty (Price 22).  As Lynn 

Hollen Lees explains the problem of poverty in England from 1601 to 1834, “. . 

                                                 
26 Price, Richard, British Society 1680-1880, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
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.included the problems of large families, inadequate wages, cyclical unemployment 

for both men and women, and illness. . .”(15)27 

  The economy of manufacture, as one historian calls it, created more 

jobs in the long run rather than unemployment and led to decreased mortality rates 

(Price 17-51).  However, along with those developments came new challenges that 

were wrought with human misery.28  That Locke and Smith, who were empiricists, 

failed to some degree to take into account the many factors that increased the problem 

of poverty and instead appealed to human nature, religion, or an economic structure, 

illustrates how their beliefs about the causes of poverty led them to disregard or at 

least misinterpret the situation. 29  Tocqueville demonstrated a greater depth of 

understanding about the complexity of the problem in his exploration of some of the 

structural causes of poverty along with his detailed critique of public aid.  Certainly, 

he had the advantage of history on his side since he was writing more than a hundred 

years after Locke and Smith.  While there is agreement about the principles of 

classical liberalism, there is no consensus among Locke, Smith, or Tocqueville about 

either the causes of poverty or its solutions.  The lack of agreement is a result of 

dissimilar views about human nature and different interpretations about the causes of 

                                                 
27 Lees, Lynn Hollen, The Solidarities of Strangers: The English Poor Laws and thePeople, 1700-
1946, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
28Schumpeter, Joseph, History of Economic Analysis, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1954) 270-
275.   
29 One historian concludes that when the English Poor Laws were finally overhauled in 1834, the 
reformers . . . “misunderstood the nature of poverty in the southern agricultural counties, and ignored 
the pattern of cyclical unemployment which had emerged in the industrial towns of the Midlands and 
the north.  The new poor law of 1834 marked the triumph of ideology over social reality.”  Daunton, 
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poverty.   Their firm beliefs in the principles of classical liberalism and their opinions 

about human nature inform, but also limit, their examination of poverty and their 

search for possible solutions. 

John Locke 
 
Locke views poverty as a sign of individual moral corruption that drains the 

collective wealth of society.  Poor people not only fail to contribute to the prosperity 

of the nation, but they all too willingly take resources from those who possess them.  

He believes that changing people first is necessary to solve the problem of poverty 

because it is the individual who is responsible for the situation.30  The irony is that 

Locke also believes that government is responsible for providing subsistence to 

people so that no one will perish from lack of food, shelter, or clothing.   

Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding provides insights 

into his views about human nature.  He believes that it is the responsibility of the 

individual to determine his or her own fate in society.  People's choices move them to 

voluntary actions.  Pleasure and pain are the ultimate causes of these choices (An 

Essay Concerning Human Understanding (Essay), II.xxi.47: 263).31  Thus one may 

think of happiness for human beings as having that which pleases and avoiding what 

                                                                                                                                           
M.J., Progress and Poverty: An Economic and Social History of Britain 1700-1850, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1995) 458-459. 
30 Locke, John, 1697.  Reprinted as “An Essay on the Poor Law,” in Locke: Political Essays, ed. Mark 
Goldie, 2nd ed., (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 182-198.  All notes in this chapter 
refer to this reprint and are referred to as Report.  Locke prepared this Report as part of his official 
duties as a Commissioner on the English Board of Trade.    
31 Locke, John, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, ed. Peter Nidditch.  (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1975).   All references to this work are from this edition and are referred to as Essay 
with the book, chapter, paragraph and page number indicated. 
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may bring pain.  Locke admits that what may bring pleasure to one person may bring 

pain to another (Essay I.xxi.55: 269).  We have desires that are dictated by the 

“ordinary necessities of our lives,” including hunger, thirst, heat, cold and weariness.  

We come to acquire what Locke calls “irregular desires” such as seeking honor, 

power, or riches by habits that come from fashion, example, and education, which 

custom makes natural to us (Essay II.xxi.45: 261-262).  As J. B. Schneewind points 

out, Locke’s focus on pleasure and pain and our failure to choose what is good for us 

has important implications for his theory: 

The will is not determined by our beliefs about what course of action would 

bring us the greatest amount of good.  If it were, Locke argues, no one would 

sin, since the prospect of eternal bliss or torment would outweigh every other.  

We can feel more uneasiness from a present lack of food than from a desire 

for heaven and the will prompts us to act to relieve the greater uneasiness 

(Essay II.xxi.31-38: 250-56).  Nonetheless only thoughts of pleasures and 

pains can arouse uneasiness, so that laws not backed by sanctions would be 

quite pointless.  They could not move us to act (Schneewind 204).32 

One reason that Locke provides for the cause of poverty is that poor  

people make bad judgments about what is in their best interests.  Motivated by 

shortsighted notions of pleasure (e.g., not having to work), they mistake what is evil 

                                                 
32 Schneewind, J. B., “Locke’s Moral Philosophy,  in The Cambridge Companion to Locke, ed. Vere 
Chappell, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994) 199-225. 
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for what is good (Essay II.xxi.41: 258-259).33 Moreover, the poor are habituated to 

this way of life, and thus punitive measures are necessary to change their ideas about 

what is good and evil.  For example, if the English Poor Laws are not backed by 

sanctions that cause serious discomfort, they will be ineffective.  Locke uses the 

example of poverty twice to show the misjudgments people make about what is 

pleasurable, (i.e., good) and what is painful, (i.e., evil) in the Essay.34   

C. B. MacPherson connects Locke’s views about human nature  

and the poor to Calvinism.  He believes that Locke views the poor as inferiors.  

MacPherson says: 

There is a suggestive similarity between this view of the poor and the 

Calvinist view of the position of the non-elect.  The Calvinist church, while 

claiming to include the whole population, held that full membership could be 

had only by the elect.  The non-elect (who were mainly, though not entirely, 

coincident with the non-propertied) were thus at once members and not 

members of the church: not full members sharing in the government of the 

church, but sufficiently members to be subject, rightfully to its discipline 

(MacPherson 227).35 

                                                 
33 What Locke describes here is similar to what Edward Banfield, a Harvard Professor, calls “present-
orientedness.”  In short, he says that people who live in poverty are unable to plan for the future, to 
sacrifice immediate gratification in favor of long-term ones or to have the discipline to save and get 
ahead. Tocqueville makes this same observation as will be discussed later in this chapter.  See Edward 
Banfield’s, The Unheavenly City, (Boston: Little, Brown, 1968). 
34See Essay, II.xxi.34: 253; and II.xxi.58: 272. 
35 MacPherson, C.B., The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1962).  MacPherson’s footnote after this quotation refers readers to Christopher Hill, Puritanism 
and Revolution (1958) pages 228-229 for this view of English Calvinism. 
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John Dunn also links Locke’s beliefs about human nature to Calvinist social values 

(259).36  He disagrees with MacPherson that Locke viewed the poor as inferior.  Dunn 

points out that Locke was raised in a Calvinist family and he embraced those values 

throughout his life because they reinforced the things that he believed were correct 

and thus provided him with security (Dunn 259).  These beliefs forced him to think 

that each man had a calling.  Dunn explains: 

The central theme is the doctrine of the calling.  Men are put into the world in 

particular social situations and with particular individual talents.  They are 

called by God to fill a particular role and they can discern what this role is to 

be by conscientious reflection on their genetic endowment and the social 

situation into which they are born.  When they have construed this divine 

provision correctly, they will have identified their ‘particular calling’.  The 

calling is thus a summons from God, but it is a summons for the interpretation 

of which each adult individual is fully responsible (Dunn 222-223). 

Thus, the non-industrious were sinning against God because they were not fulfilling 

the moral obligations required by the calling.  Dunn admits that the calling had a 

harsh side to it, especially for the poor.  The “idle” poor had failed to heed their 

calling, and thus it was morally responsible for others to condemn them strongly, for 

no one owes them any charity (Dunn 227).   

In Locke’s Report to the Board of Trade to the Lords Justices 1697,  

                                                 
36 Dunn, John,  The Political Thought of John Locke, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969). 
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Respecting the Relief and Unemployment of the Poor, he states what he believes are 

the causes of the growth of poverty and then provides policy proposals to curtail its 

growth.  Locke says that it is not the war, 37 food shortages, or lack of employment 

that caused the growth of poor.  On the contrary, he says that . . . “the goodness of 

God has blessed these times with plenty.” (Report 184)  According to Locke: 

The growth of the poor must therefore have some other cause, and it can be 

nothing else but the relaxation of discipline and corruption of manners; virtue 

and industry being as constant companions on the one side as vice and 

idleness are on the other (Report 184). 

Locke argues that the failure to enforce the current English Poor Laws also 

contributed to increased numbers of poor.  These laws came from the Elizabethan 

legislation of 1598-1601 that required each parish to maintain the “impotent” and 

provide work for the able-bodied.38  In addition, he wants to limit the number of 

liquor stores and alehouses because these establishments also exacerbate the problem 

(Report 184). 39 

  Locke was incorrect about the causes of poverty because he failed to 

consider structural causes as well as other factors that contributed to the problem.  

                                                 
37 Locke is referring to the war against France from 1689 to 1697. 
38 The churchwardens increasingly relied upon an annual poor rate tax.  England was the only country 
in Europe with a system of public aid for the poor financed through taxation (Daunton, 447). 
39 Adam Smith disagrees with Locke about limiting the number of alehouses.  “It is not the multitude 
of alehouses, to give the most suspicious example, that occasions a general disposition to drunkenness 
among the common people; but that disposition arising from other causes necessarily gives 
employment to a multitude of alehouses.”  In a later chapter, Smith denies that drunkenness is a 
problem among most workers.  An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of The Wealth of Nations (WN), 
ed. Edwin Cannan, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976) I.ii.5: 383; I: iv: 3: 517.  
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English society was undergoing a major transformation.  High unemployment and 

growing numbers of poor were constant problems.40  In addition, the decade in which 

Locke wrote this proposal was a time of intense economic depression.  A. L. Beier 

says:  

To make matters worse, the 1690s experienced terrible economic conditions.  

Six out of ten harvests were deficient from 1690 to 1699, making it the worse 

decade from 1620 to 1759.  The harvest of 1693 and 1697 were particularly 

bad: wheat prices rose more than fifty percent above the norm in each year.  

Trade and manufacturing were also depressed, partly because of wartime 

disruption to foreign trade, but also because dearth meant diminished 

domestic demand (Beier 32).41 

Rapid changes in the demographic depletion of villages, urban  

migration, price inflation, and the impoverishment of small towns led to enormous 

increases in the number of orphans, widows, sick, aged, and those with disabilities 

(Stone 106-107).42  Traditionally, people received assistance from their families and 

neighbors with some help from local churches.  Aid and welfare for the helpless, sick, 

                                                 
40 Walzer, Michael, The Revolution of the Saints, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965) 199-
202. 
41 Beier, A. L, “Utter Strangers to Industry, Morality and Religion”: John Locke on the Poor,” 
Eighteenth Century Life, vol 12, no. 3, (November 1988): 28-41.  England was able to avoid 
widespread famine because poor people ate barley, oats, and sometimes and rye and horse corn.  The 
prices of these grains did fluctuate during the decade of the 1690s.  For example, the price of oats 
increased as much as 36 percent and the cost of barley increased by 50 percent.  See Andrew 
Appleby’s “Grain Prices and Subsistence Crises in England and France, 1590-1740”: Journal of 
Economic History, vol 39, No 12, (December 1979) 865-887.  
42 Stone, Lawrence, The Family, Sex and Marriage In England 1500-1800,  Abridged edition,  (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1979). 
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and indigent changed dramatically during this time.  As familial and small town 

relationships broke down because of mass urban migration, those who needed help 

could no longer count on traditional resources.  Urban poverty in an industrial center 

such as Manchester, for example, was widespread and it was no longer economically 

feasible for private individuals and churches to provide assistance to all those who 

needed help. In addition, rural areas could no longer provide assistance for the 

increased numbers of people who needed help.  As a result of the increased demand 

and other changes in society, public bodies began to take charge of administering 

services to the needy.   

  In addition to structural factors, situations such as the loss of a spouse, 

a natural disaster, or illness caused people to lose their financial means.  These types 

of events left individual with the economic means to maintain their place, let alone 

flourish, in society.  Locke does not address any of these factors as possible causes of 

poverty.  Nor does he acknowledge the terrible economic conditions in England that 

had begun in 1690.  This is most surprising since the harvest of 1693, which was one 

of the worst in Locke’s lifetime, happened only four years before he wrote the 

proposal for relief of the poor.  

  Locke’s aim in the bulk of the report is to suggest effective laws to 

reduce the burden of support and make the poor useful to England.  He stresses two 

main points; first, that the poor who can work must be forced to do so and second, 

that laws should be enacted and enforced to compel them to work.  Those who cannot 

work must be maintained.  To that end, he proposes legislation in six policy areas: 1) 
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the punishment of vagabonds; 2) the provision of work for the poor; 3) the 

establishment of working schools for poor children; 4) the schools’ operations and 

oversight; 5) the responsibilities and authority of guardians for the poor; and 6) the 

establishment of corporations of the poor in cities and towns. 

  It is necessary to discuss the role of the guardians for the poor first 

since that position figures prominently in all of Locke’s policy proposals.  The 

taxpayers would choose the poor guardian for their parish.   Once elected, he would 

have authority over the employment and relief of the poor in his parish.  After one 

year of service, one-third of the poor guardians would resign, with that determination 

being made by lot.  After two years, another third would retire from the remaining 

two-thirds who were initially selected to serve, and so forth.  After the first two years, 

poor guardians would serve three consecutive years and no longer.  The poor 

guardian, along with a parish committee, would have to approve all poor relief before 

distribution.  Also, the guardian would have the power of a justice of the peace over 

vagabonds and beggars to issue passes and to send them to seaport towns or houses of 

correction.  People who received government aid or made their living by begging 

would be required to have paper work, i.e., passes, allowing them to leave their own 

parish and travel to another one.  Locke urged that everyone who received poor relief 

should be required to wear a badge.43    

                                                 
43 Beier says that Locke was not the first to advance the idea of the badges being worn by those who 
received poor relief (37).  
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  He also proposes to group parishes together in the country and to form 

“poor corporations” in towns.   These subdivisions would collect poor taxes and 

administer services.   Poor guardians, who would also be responsible for the 

punishment of vagrants and establishing “working schools,” would manage these 

entities.44   Locke advocates for more centralized control of the poor at the expense of 

local parishes.  In fact, Locke believes that local people should only aid those who are 

officially registered in the Parish’s Poor Book and who wear the required badges, and 

then only at certain times during the day.  At the same time he admits that neighbors 

are best equipped to judge the behavior and needs of the poor in their parish (Report 

197-198).  It is not clear why Locke states these conflicting viewpoints.  Perhaps, as 

will be discussed later in this chapter, he believed that more government control was 

necessary because of the tremendous growth in the number of poor. 

  To effectively limit “idle vagabonds,” Locke says that new laws are 

needed because some people who receive parish aid pretend that they cannot work 

and live only by begging or worse.  These “begging drones” must be forced to work.  

Therefore, all healthy men above 14 years of age and under 50 years who are caught 

begging in maritime counties out of their own parish without a pass, should be seized 

and brought before a justice of the peace or poor guardian.  These men should then be 

sent to the next seaport town and kept at hard labor until a government ship comes 

                                                 
44 These working schools were primarily wool-spinning factories.  Fifteen cities by Act of Parliament 
did establish corporations of the poor between 1696 and 1715.  See M. J. Daunton., Progress and 
Poverty: An Economic and Social History of Britain 1700-1850, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1995) 453. 
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close enough to pick them up.45  They should serve three years under strict discipline 

at soldier’s pay and be punished as deserters if they go ashore without leave or if they 

violate their leave policy.  Any man, even if maimed or older than age 50, who is 

caught begging without a pass in an inland county, should be sent to a house of 

correction for three years of hard labor.  Locke wants the justice of the peace in each 

area to investigate the management of the correction houses and check on the 

progress of those confined there.  If an individual has served his time, but the justice 

or poor guardian judges him not reformed, then he should not be released until there 

is proof that he has changed for the better (Report 186).  Locke reserves the most 

severe punishment for men who forge counterfeit passes.  He says: 

That whoever shall counterfeit a pass shall lose his ears for that forgery the 

first time he is found guilty thereof, and the second time, that he shall be 

transported to the plantations, as in the case of felony (Report 186). 

Locke is preoccupied with constricting the poor’s ability to move freely throughout 

the country.  His advocacy of mutilation for forging a pass shows his vehemence 

about it.  The policy of parish confinement for old and young alike becomes a 

contentious one.  Adam Smith and Alexis de Tocqueville criticize it for not allowing 

the unemployed to freely search for work in areas outside their parish. 

  According to Locke, females should be treated differently.  Females 

older than 14 found begging without a pass outside of their parish, but within five 

miles of it, should be returned to their parish and fined.  The fine will be deducted 

                                                 
45 Hard labor means “lump breaking,” the breaking of stones for road building (Report, 185, n. 3). 
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from their poor relief or levied against their parents or master if they do not receive 

public aid.  If an offender is further than five miles from her parish or if she is caught 

a second time for the same offense, she should be sent to the house of correction for 

three months of hard labor or until the justice of the peace has determined that she has 

been reformed.  Boys or girls under 14 who commit the same crime (if within five 

miles of their parish) should be sent to the closest working school, soundly whipped, 

kept at work until evening and then sent home.  If they live further away than five 

miles, they should be sent to the closest house of correction for six weeks and longer 

if necessary.  Locke is confident that if passed and enforced, these laws will suppress 

the number of idle vagabonds. 

 

  The next issue he addressed is the problem created by those who 

pretend that they want to work but say that they cannot find employment.  In each 

parish, the poor guardian should ask residents to provide work at a lower rate than 

usual to people who complain that they cannot find work.  Locke is certain that the 

poor will not be refused employment by their neighbors unless these individuals have 

“some defect in ability or honesty.”  If that is the case, then it is reasonable that the 

person should suffer the consequences of not being supplied work.  If no one 

voluntarily offers work for the unemployed, then the guardian will decide on a lower 

rate of pay and each individual without a job will work one day for each parish 

resident.  If a resident declines to provide work for the poor, he will still have to pay 

the appointed wages.  When a poor person refuses to work according to this plan, he 
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will be sent to a ship to serve three years labor if close to the ocean or otherwise to a 

house of correction. In either case, his salary will be used for his subsistence and 

anything left over should be sent to his parish to help pay for the maintenance of his 

wife and children or other poor people if he is single.   

  Locke believes that two other groups constitute the greatest numbers 

of poor who are supported by the government.  The first is adults who do not have 

full strength but who are still able to work.  Women married to day laborers and who 

have children comprise the second group.  Since the latter have to care for their 

children, they cannot find jobs.  Not only do both of these groups receive public aid, 

they also contribute nothing to society.  Their potential for productive labor is wasted, 

causing a financial loss to the country.  If the aged and women with children could be 

put to work in the textile or manufacturing industry, and paid as little as one pence a 

day, they could add as much as £130,000 to the English economy every year.  In eight 

years England would be more than a £million wealthier.46  These facts, Locke says, 

reveal what the true and proper policies for the relief of the poor should be; finding 

them work and making sure that “ . . .they do not live like drones upon the labor of 

others.” (Report 189)   

  Locke notes finally a third group, the children of the working poor. 

These children are a burden, and the potential for their labor is lost to the public until 

they are twelve or fourteen years old (Report 190).  Locke proposes that compulsory 

                                                 
46 In Locke’s time £one was equal to twenty shillings and a shilling was equal to twelve pence. Report, 
183.  
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working schools be established for children who are three years old and under 

fourteen years of age.  This will accomplish two things.  First, the mother will not 

have to care for them, allowing her to find work, and the children will be better kept 

and may learn a good work ethic.  Locke says that: 

 . . . from infancy [children will] be inured to work, which is of no small 

consequence to the making of them sober and industrious all their lives after; 

and the parish will be either eased of this burden or at least of the misuse in 

the present management of it (Report 190). 

In addition, he says that the children will be forced to attend school and Sunday 

church services.   Church attendance will provide the children with a sense of religion 

and help to correct their bad upbringing because presently they are “ . . .utter 

strangers both to religion and morality as they are to industry.” (Report 192)  Finally, 

he says that the children’s labor will more than pay for their nourishment and 

education.   Without their work, the parish pays as much as fifty or sixty pounds for 

each child by the time he or she turns 14 years old.  Locke says that the initial set-up 

costs for the workhouses will be recouped quickly with a surplus (Report 192). 

 Local craftsmen in the parish should employ some of the boys in the 

workhouses as apprentices until they are 23 years old.  Based on property ownership, 

Locke advocates that some men in the parish may choose the boy they wish to 

apprentice.  Each property owner in the parish is obliged to take a boy, who is age 14 

and unemployed, as his own apprentice.  No resident will be forced to have more than 
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one boy at a time.  Adults who cannot find work may also come to the workhouses to 

learn to work.  

  Those who are not able to work at all should be housed four or more in 

a room and many more in one house.  One fire should be sufficient to keep them 

warm, and one attendant may care for all of them (Report 197).  These group homes 

will save money.   Finally, Locke states at the end of the Report: 

That, if any person die for want of due relief in any parish in  

which he ought to be relieved, the said parish be fined according to the 

circumstances of the fact and the heinousness of the crime (Report 198). 

This statement, and a similar one at the beginning of the Report that says that those 

who cannot work must be maintained, illustrate Locke’s acceptance, although limited 

and harsh, of government’s responsibility for the welfare of those who cannot provide 

or care for themselves.  In his Essays on the Laws of Nature, Locke ties this 

responsibility to natural law.47  He states that the law of nature demands that people 

provide relief to those who are in trouble or food for the hungry.  There is not 

constant obligation to do this, only at a particular time and in a particular manner 

(ELN 123).  According to Locke: 

We are not obliged to provide with shelter and to refresh with food any and 

every man, or at any time whatever, but only when a poor man’s misfortune 

calls for our alms and our property supplies means for charity (ELN 123).   
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In addition, Locke’s Two Treatises of Government supplies  

further textual support of the poor’s right to aid.  He says that the preservation of 

mankind is the fundamental Law of Nature, i.e., the will of God (Second Treatise (ST) 

135).48   He also states that it is evident that God would never leave one man to the 

mercy of another to starve from lack of food.  Thus God gives the poor a right to the 

surplus of others’ goods when their needs demand it (First Treatise (FT) 42).  Locke 

believes that God gave the world to mankind in common and while he believes that 

man’s labor turns common property into private property, he never abandons the idea 

that property should be understood as a right that God gave to man for the 

preservation of human life (Horne 55; ST 26).  Finally, in an essay titled, Venditio, 

Locke defends market determination of the price of corn even in times of scarcity.  

He qualifies his remarks, however, by saying that if anyone “offends the common 

rule of charity” and extorts so much money that the people cannot purchase enough to 

keep from starving, then the merchant is guilty of murder (Venditio 342).49  Thus one 

finds in Locke a fundamental belief that God commands that no one perish from want 

of subsistence. 

                                                                                                                                           
47 Locke, John, 1663-64. Nine essays in Latin reprinted as “Essays on the Laws of Nature,” in Locke: 
Political Essays, ed. Mark Goldie, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) 79-133.  All 
references in this chapter to this work are from this reprint and are referred to as ELN. 
48 John Locke, Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett, 3rd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988) Second Treatise sec. 135.  See also sections 6, 159, 171, 183.   All references 
to the First and Second Treatises are from this edition and are referred to as FT for First Treatise and 
ST for Second Treatise with the appropriate section number. 
49 Locke, John,  (1695) “Venditio,” reprinted in Locke: Political Essays, ed. Mark Goldie, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997) 339-345. 
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  Secondary literature focusing on Locke’s Report is mostly limited to 

historians who view Locke’s policy proposals as being either progressive or in line 

with England’s Elizabethan Poor Laws.50  A. L. Beier provides an exception when he 

states that: 

There is no denying, however, that Locke’s paper contained penal elements 

that were harsh even for the time.  The provisions concerning vagabonds are 

notorious (Beier 34). 

Political theorists including MacPherson, Dunn, Ashcraft, Horne and James Tully 

mention the Report but do not provide any detailed analysis of it.51   Tully says that: 

Although Locke’s proposal is severe and disruptive of the traditional familial 

bonds and habits of the poor, it should be assessed relative to the actual 

functioning of the workhouse system (Tully 66).52 

His views are sympathetic with those of other historians.  As discussed earlier, 

MacPherson and Dunn, for different reasons, attribute its harshness to Locke’s 

Calvinistic and conservative attitude toward the poor.  Ashcraft disagrees with them 

noting that the sharp criticism of Locke’s Report has been misplaced since it was used 

to defend the rights of the poor to relief during the eighteenth-century (Ashcraft 507).  

                                                 
50 Four works devoted exclusively to Locke’s Report include:  M. G. Mason, “John Locke’s Proposals 
for Work-House Schools,” Durham Research Review, 4:8-16 (1962); E. J. Hundert’s “The Making of 
Homo Faber: John Locke Between Ideology and History,” Journal of the History of Ideas, 33: 3-22 
(1972); W. J. Sheasgreen, “John Locke and the Charity School Movement,” History of Education, 
15:63-79, (1986); and A. L. Beier, “Utter Strangers to Industry, Morality and Religion: John Locke on 
the Poor,” Eighteenth-Century Life, 12:28-41, (1988). 
51 The specific works by MacPherson, Dunn, Horne, and Ashcraft have been previously cited in this 
chapter. 
52 Tully, James, An Approach to Political Philosophy:  Locke in Context,  (Cambridge, 1993) 66. 
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Thomas Horne shares the latter view, pointing out that in spite of the Report’s harsh 

measures, subsistence and education are provided for poor children as well as other 

measures to help the poor (64-65).   

  Locke’s plan for more government control and bureaucratic 

administration of England’s aid for the poor is an important feature of the Report.  

This is a shift away from another fundamental principle of classical liberalism, i.e., 

limited government.  As stated earlier, Ryan says that classical liberals are hostile to 

the power that politicians and bureaucrats garner from the administration of public aid 

(Ryan 293).   The need for more government intervention and centralization 

illustrates Locke’s struggle to try to adjust to the changing face of poverty in England.  

He thinks that local people know best how to judge who should receive relief and 

how to provide that relief.  Yet at the same time, the poor are multiplying, poor taxes 

are increasing and the problem is spinning out of control.  And while the poor 

guardians are locally elected officials, the poor do not participate in the elections and 

the guardians have much discretionary power. Once parishes are grouped and 

corporations formed in the cities, Locke thinks that the poor guardians will act in 

unison to enforce the legislation passed by Parliament.  Centralized administration 

was necessary because Locke believed that the correct policies could curb the 

problem of poverty and because society had a fundamental obligation to provide 

some relief.  The upshot of this is that Locke placed his faith in centralized 

government control to effectively deal with the problem of increasing poverty in spite 

of his beliefs that local relief was superior in many aspects. 
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  Locke’s policies were based on his conviction that society would 

always be sufficiently productive so that the poor would never lack employment or 

subsistence as long as they were willing to work.  This belief was an empirical fact to 

him.  His Calvinistic values shaped his views about the depravity of human beings 

and their propensity toward laziness and lack of virtue.  Above all, Locke held 

individuals personally responsible for their situation in society.  Thus he believes that 

if the cause of poverty is properly understood, then the solutions should be evident to 

government officials.  Instead of trying to address the empirical causes for the 

increase in poverty, he looked to harsh punishments to reform the poor’s character.  

Locke’s views would receive closer examination in the years following his death.  

While Adam Smith agreed with Locke that the productivity of a market society is a 

safeguard against absolute poverty, he rejected Locke’s views about human nature.  

Smith acknowledged the growth in the number of poor in Great Britain despite the 

nation’s increased wealth, and he supported higher wages for the working poor.  

Smith changed the tone and focus about the problem of poverty.   

Adam Smith 

It has been argued that Smith’s main concern in the Wealth of Nations was to find a 

market mechanism capable of reconciling inequality of property with adequate 

provisions for the excluded (Hont and Ignatieff 2).53  If we accept this interpretation 

for the sake of discussion, Smith attempts this reconciliation based on his views about 
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human nature, the effect of the invisible hand, and his beliefs about the concepts of 

relative and absolute poverty.  These ideas are contained not only in the Wealth of 

Nations but also in The Theory of Moral Sentiments. 

Like Aristotle and Plato, Smith says that that once private ownership is  

institutionalized in the state, poverty will become a problem.  He spends little time 

analyzing the causes of poverty.  Instead, he explains why poverty is a relative 

concept in England, and why it should not be a significant problem in a properly run 

capitalist state. He sees poverty in industrial, capitalist societies as a matter of 

material inequality.  It is far less severe or detrimental to people than the absolute 

poverty found in other societies.  

Smith rejects the Lockean view of human nature because he believes 

that in market economies most people want to work and accumulate wealth.  Unlike 

Locke, he does not support any type of public aid for the poor.  As a result, he rejects 

the provisions of the English Poor Laws (Theory of Moral Sentiments (TMS) 

I.i.ii:112:118).54  He does, however, support higher wages for the working class, 

progressive taxation, and public education. 

                                                                                                                                           
53 Hont, Istvan and Michael Ignatieff, “Needs and Justice in the Wealth of Nations”, in Wealth and 
Virtue: The Shaping of Political Economy in the Scottish Enlightenment, ed. Istvan Hont and Michael 
Ignatieff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 1-44. 
54 Since Smith has a theory of negative rights, he distinguishes between perfect and imperfect rights.  
For example, personal liberty is a perfect right since there is a duty not to violate that right.  An 
imperfect right is good to have but there is not a requirement to defend it.  The duty to provide 
assistance to the poor would be an example of the latter.  It is a virtue to help the poor but it is not 
obligatory to do so.  Smith, Adam, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (TMS), (New York: Prometheus 
Books, 2000).  All references in this chapter are from this edition and are referenced as TMS with the 
book, chapter, part, and page number indicated.  Patricia Werhane makes this distinction about public 
welfare in Adam Smith and His Legacy for Modern Capitalism, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1991), 57.   
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Smith stresses that self-denial and self-command bring honor and 

 dignity to human beings (TMS I.i.5: 26).  He agrees with Locke about individual 

responsibility and the primacy of protecting private property in society.  Any 

violation of an individual’s private property should be punished.  This includes 

crimes that are committed because of extreme poverty (TMS I.ii.3: 195).55  Justice 

demands that individuals have enough self-command to endure personal suffering 

from hunger instead of harming the innocent property owner by stealing from him.    

Smith does not share Locke’s belief that poverty results entirely from  

lack of discipline or corruption of manners.  Instead, he believes that poverty is 

inevitable because inequalities arise from property ownership.  “Wherever there is 

great property, there is great inequality.  For one very rich man, there must be at least 

five hundred poor, and the affluence of the few supposes the indigence of the 

many.”(An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations (WN) 

V:i:2:232)56  Smith says this leads to the need for civil government: 

The affluence of the rich excites the indignation of the poor, who are often 

both driven by want, and prompted by envy to invade his possessions.  It is 

only under the shelter of the civil magistrate that the owner of that valuable 

property, which is acquired by the labour of many years, or perhaps by many 

successive generations, can sleep a single night in security. …Where there is 

                                                 
55 Salter, John, “Sympathy with the Poor: Theories of Punishment in Hugo Grotius and Adam Smith,” 
History of Political Thought, vol. 20, no. 2, (Summer 1999): 205-224. 

 57 



no property, or at least none that exceeds the value of two or three days 

labour, civil government is not so necessary (WN I.v.i: 232). 

Smith then points directly to the conflict between rich and poor people that makes 

government necessary.  “Civil Government, so far as it is instituted for the security of 

property, is in reality instituted for the defence of the rich against the poor, or of those 

who have some property against those who have none at all.” (WN I.v.i: 236)   

Smith agrees with Plato and Aristotle that it is not desirable  

for the bulk of society to be poor.  “No society can surely be flourishing and happy, 

of which the far greater part of the members are poor and miserable.”(WN I.i.viii: 88)  

Moreover, he believes that social stability is a prerequisite for a country to flourish 

economically.  “The peace and order of society is of more importance than even the 

relief of the miserable.” (TMS V.ii.1: 331)  People are naturally concerned with self-

preservation and the continuation of the species.  As a result, human beings are also 

endowed with a natural desire for the welfare and preservation of society (TMS II.i.5: 

109-110).   

  He also believes that people naturally want to be the center of 

attention.  Individuals are vain and thrive on being noticed by others (TMS I: iii.2: 

71).  The best way to be noticed is by being wealthy.  As a result, human beings have 

natural ambitions to pursue wealth.  Smith explains why this is true: 

                                                                                                                                           
56 Smith, Adam, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of The Wealth of Nations (WN), ed. Edwin 
Cannan, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976).  All references in this chapter are from this 
edition and are referenced as WN with the volume, book, chapter, and page number indicated. 
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It is because mankind are disposed to sympathize57 more entirely with our joy 

than with our sorrow, that we make parade of our riches, and conceal our 

poverty.  . . .Nay, it is chiefly from this regard to the sentiments of mankind, 

that we pursue riches and avoid poverty.  For to what purpose is all the toil 

and bustle of this world?  What is the end of avarice and ambition, of the 

pursuit of wealth, power and pre-eminence? (TMS I.iii.2: 70)   

Smith says that the poor man is ashamed of his poverty.  He is not only overlooked, 

but when he is noticed, he is met with disapproval.  Smith observes how the rich and 

poor are treated different in society: 

The poor man goes out and comes in unheeded, and when in the midst of a 

crowd is in the same obscurity as if shut up in his own hovel.  Those humble 

cares and painful attentions, which occupy those in his situation, afford no 

amusement to the dissipated and the gay.  They turn away their eyes from 

him, or if the extremity of his distress forces them to look at him, it is only to 

spurn so disagreeable an object from among them.  . . .The man of rank and 

distinction, on the contrary, is observed by all the world (TMS I.iii.2: 71-72). 

Not only do people notice the rich, but they also sympathize with their misfortune and 

suffering more than that of the poor (TMS I.iii.2: 73).  In addition, the poor are judged 

as more blameworthy for their mistakes and even when the rich and poor are of equal 

                                                 
57 Smith’s use of the word sympathy connotes not only fellow feeling but also approval or disapproval 
of the feeling expressed under the circumstances.  For example, if P falls down and skins her knee, Q 
will feel sympathy for P if P’s response to her minor injury is appropriate.  If P screams and cries for 
hours about a small scratch on her leg, Q will feel little sympathy for P. 
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merit, the former garner more respect (TMS I.iii.3: 84-85).  Smith believes that these 

facts have positive, not negative, implications for society.  Ambition causes men to 

work harder to gain material wealth.58  The approval of the rich and powerful forms 

the basis for the distinction of ranks and the order of society (TMS I.iii.2: 73).    

  In addition, Smith believes that men are imaginative and most are 

frugal.  Men’s imagination compels them to regard wealth and greatness as something 

grand, beautiful, and noble (TMS IV.i.1: 263).  Most men are frugal because they 

have a desire to better their condition.  As a result, individuals naturally want to save 

and accumulate some part of what they acquire.  Smith says that: 

Though the principle of expense [spending], therefore, prevails in almost all 

men upon some occasions, and in some men upon almost all occasions, yet in 

the greater part of men, taking the whole course of their life at an average, the 

principle of frugality seems not only to predominate, but to predominate very 

greatly (WN I.ii.3: 363). 

Human beings are naturally sympathetic, self-interested, social, ambitious, 

imaginative, and frugal. These combined characteristics help to fuel the capitalist 

economy and also limit the problem of poverty.   

Finally, Smith thinks that the environment shapes individuals because  

people are basically born with few differences in their natural talents:  

                                                 
58Smith makes this point about ambition more than once in both TMS and WN.  For example, in one 
long passage, he shows how ambition forces the poor man’s son to labor hard to attain wealth after 
being filled with ambition (TMS II.iv.1: 259-60).    
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The difference between the most dissimilar characters, between a philosopher 

and a common street porter, for example, seems to arise not so much from 

nature, as from habit, custom, and education (WN I.i.ii: 19-20).59  

To properly understand the idea of poverty in an industrialized  

nation, it must be compared with the poverty in agrarian or pre-industrial nations.  

What Smith describes is relative and absolute poverty.  In the opening paragraphs of 

the Wealth of Nations, Smith explains that the division of labor in industry increases 

productivity and allows even the frugal peasant to live comfortably: 

. . .and yet it may be true, perhaps, that the accommodation of an European 

prince does not always so much exceed that of an industrious and frugal 

peasant, as the accommodation of the latter exceeds that of many an African 

king, the absolute master of the lives and liberties of ten thousand naked 

savages (WN I.i.1: 16). 

Not only do the poor in England enjoy better accommodations than the rich in pre-

industrial societies, but also they are happier and more comfortable.  Smith says that 

the conditions of the working poor in a progressive state where society is advancing 

are the happiest and most comfortable in the world (WN I.i.8: 90-91).  The upshot of 

this is that the conditions of the poor in an industrialized, capitalist country must be 

viewed in comparison to the poor in other places.  What may look like poverty to 

some in a capitalist society is misleading because the poor are better off than the rich 

                                                 
59 Danford, John, “Adam Smith and Equality,” American Journal of Political Science, vol. 24, no. 4, 
(November 1980): 674-695. 

 61 



in other countries.  As Jerry Muller says, Smith’s comparison of absolute and relative 

poverty has a moral component to it: 

The ability of commercial society to provide greater wealth was also an 

important moral argument in its behalf.  Smith advanced this argument 

implicitly, with his many references to the morally demeaning nature of life in 

a poor society.  On the very first page of the Wealth of Nations he contrasts 

commercial nations with primitive nations that lack commerce and the 

division of labor and that “are so miserably poor, that, from mere want, they 

are frequently reduced, or, at least, think themselves reduced, to the necessity 

sometimes of directly destroying, and abandoning their infants, their old 

people, and those afflicted with lingering diseases, to perish with hunger, or to 

be devoured by wild beasts.”  Elsewhere, Smith cites the legitimization of 

infanticide as evidence of the moral degradation caused by the lack of material 

means.  While wealth may corrupt, Smith implied, absolute poverty corrupts 

absolutely (Muller 72).60 

This is Smith’s moral vindication of capitalism.  He strongly believes that the poverty 

found in capitalist states is much less physically and morally devastating than the 

poverty in other economic and social systems.   

In addition, E. G. West says that Smith believes that “inequality is  

                                                 
60Muller, Jerry, Adam Smith In His Time And Ours: Designing The Decent Society,  (New York: The 
Free Press, 1993). 
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often illusory or superficial.”(West 109)61  There is no overwhelming physical need 

for many of the things that men want in society. Thus Smith believes that “avarice 

over-rates the difference between poverty and riches…” (West 111).  Smith says that 

men spend their time working not to procure the necessities of life such as food, 

clothing and housing, but instead to have conveniences that please their tastes 

(Lectures on Justice Policy, Revenue and Arms 158).62  As a result, there is little need 

for him to focus on the causes of, or solutions for poverty.  Smith’s beliefs, which he 

views as empirical facts, satisfy any moral qualms that people may have about the 

poor in capitalist countries. 

 While Smith mentions the invisible hand several times in the 

Theory of Moral Sentiments, he only mentions it once in the Wealth of Nations.  It is 

worth quoting that passage: 

As every individual, therefore, endeavors as much as he can both to employ 

his capital in the support of domestic industry and so to direct that industry 

that its produce may be of the greatest value; every individual necessarily 

labours to render the annual revenue of the society as great as he can.  He 

generally indeed, neither intends to promote the public interest, nor knows 

how much he is promoting it.  By preferring the support of domestic to that of 

foreign industry, he intends only his own security; and by directing that 

                                                 
61 West, E.G., “Adam Smith’s Philosophy of Riches,” Philosophy, vol. XLIV, no. 168,(April 1969): 
101-115. 
62Smith, Adam, Lectures on Justice, Policy, Revenue and Arms, ed. Edwin Cannan, 1896, 158, quoted 
in West, 114.  
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industry in such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest value, he 

intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an 

invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention.  Nor is it 

always the worse for the society that it was no part of it.  By pursuing his own 

interests he frequently promotes that of the society more effectually than when 

he really intends to promote it. I have never known much good done by those 

who affected to trade for the public good.  It is an affectation, indeed, not very 

common among merchants, and very few words need be employed in 

dissuading them from it (WN I.iv.ii: 477-478). 

Smith’s ideas of the invisible hand and natural balance are tied 

to his first-hand observations that self-interest motivates people toward productivity.  

Through their endeavors, they promote the common good of all society.  D. O. 

Raphael notes that the theme of mutual dependence runs throughout Smith’s work.  

The benefits that come from the division of labor stem from people’s simple self-

interest in the practice of exchange (49).63  In addition, if unnecessary regulations on 

trade and business are removed, the country’s economy improves.   Natural balance 

occurs when the capitalist economy adopts laissez faire policies and productivity and 

consumption complement each other.  In short, minimal government intervention 

allows the natural balance in economics to work properly.  Smith’s commitment to 

laissez- faire policies is reflected in his argument against interventionist famine 

                                                 
63Raphael, D.O., Adam Smith, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985). 
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policies to regulate the internal corn trade during times of scarcity (Rashid 493).64  He 

believes that one must look at the economy in the long-term.  Short-term fixes will 

only interrupt the natural balance of the market.  What Smith fails to discuss is the 

human suffering during the interim between the crisis and the long-term fix. 

Smith, however, does not reject all government intervention.  For  

example, he believes it is necessary for government to construct roads and bridges to 

facilitate commerce (WN II.v.i: 244-245).65  He also advocates public education.  “For 

a very small expense the public can facilitate, can encourage, and can even impose 

upon almost the whole body of the people, the necessity of acquiring those most 

essential parts of education.” (WN  II.v.1: 305)  The public should establish schools, 

but the families who have children attending them should pay small amounts to the 

schoolmaster privately for his salary.  If paid by public funds, Smith thinks that the 

schoolmaster will neglect his business (WN II.v.i: 306).  He never wavers on his 

belief that public funds should finance only things that are absolutely necessary to 

promote commerce and cannot be privately funded.  This includes public relief for the 

poor.    His main criticism of England’s Poor Laws is that they do not permit the poor 

to travel freely.  Instead, the poor are restricted to their parish of residence and face 

                                                 
64 Rashid, Salim, “The Politics of Laissez-Faire During Scarcities,” in The Economic Journal, vol. 90, 
no. 359, (September 1980): 493-503. 
65 The central government in England did control foreign trade but other administration was left to 
local authorities.  Local magistrates oversaw the regulation of markets in labor and land, internal trade, 
justice, police, county road maintenance, and poor relief.  Thus other than foreign trade, the laissez-
faire policies that Smith advocates were in place, and some historians believe that it was not because of 
any libertarian principles, but because it was in the “pure self-interest of people who already had 
wealth and who were making more.”  The Economics of the Industrial Revolution, ed., Joel Mokyr, 
(London: George Allen & Unwin, 1985) 13. 
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punishment if they leave the area.  He objects because that provision violates the 

principles of laissez faire doctrine by limiting the mobility and the freedom of the 

poor to find work.  

  Smith is not blind to the economic differences that existed in capitalist 

societies.  He believes that taxation should be based on people’s wealth and their 

ability to pay taxes.  Thus he advocates for progressive taxation (WN II.v.ii: 350).  He 

also observes that the constancy of employment fluctuates, and this causes hardship 

for some workers.  The weather, for example, limits the bricklayer’s ability to work.  

Smith thinks that his daily wages should be higher than someone in manufacturing, 

for example, because it will help tide him over during times when he cannot work 

(WN I.i.x: 115).66  Moreover, he believes that higher wages for the working class are 

good for them as well as for all of society.  Healthier, happier workers are more 

productive, and they are able to buy more goods, which also benefits others (WN 

I.i.viii: 91).   While poverty does not prevent the poor from bearing children, it is not 

favorable to rearing them.  He points to the high mortality rate among the children of 

the poor who cannot afford to raise them with the same care as those who have more 

wealth (WN I.i.viii: 89).  “The liberal reward of labor” enables the poor to provide 

better for their children.  Thus infant mortality declines ensuring that the future 

demand for workers will be met (WN I.i.vii.89).  Smith also observes that English 

merchants complain about the high wages and extravagant gains of British labor 

                                                 
66See also, Rees, Albert, “Compensating Wage Differentials,” in Essays on Adam Smith, ed.  Andrew 
Skinner and Thomas Wilson, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976): 336-349, especially 342. 
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when compared to the rate for labor in foreign markets.  These same men, Smith says, 

never say anything about the high profits of British stock and their own propensity 

toward extravagance.  He concludes that these high profits contribute to the rising 

cost of manufacturing as much, or in many cases, more, than the high wages of 

British labor (WN II.iv.vii: 113).  Smith’s views about poverty have been disregarded 

and much of his work in The Wealth of Nations has been reduced to a call for laissez 

faire policies or free trade.  Emma Rothschild says that this was true by the beginning 

of the nineteenth century.67 

  The paradox in Smith’s Wealth of Nations is that on the one hand, he 

extols the virtues that the division of labor brings to society, such as increased 

productivity, and high standards of living.  On the other hand, Smith acknowledges 

that this productivity comes with a price.  Since most laborers are confined to a few 

simple, repetitive operations, these men have no occasion to use their mind to invent 

or to solve problems.  As a result, these workers lose the ability to make rational 

conversation and become incapable of exercising good judgment in their private lives.  

They are also unfit to serve as soldiers in war because the work has not only 

corrupted their minds, but also their bodies.  Smith says: 

His [the laborer’s] dexterity at his own particular trade seems, in this manner, 

to be acquired at the expense of his intellectual, social and martial virtues.  

But in every improved and civilized society this is the state into which the 

                                                 
67 Rothschild, Emma. Economic Sentiments: Adam Smith, Condorcet, and the Enlightenment, 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001) 69. 
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laboring poor, that is, the great body of people, must necessarily fall, unless 

government takes some pains to prevent it (WN II.v.i: 303). 

In spite of Smith’s claims about the progress of mankind and the relative prosperity of 

the poor, this chilling statement reveals a pessimistic attitude when he thinks about 

the future of market societies.  David Reisman thinks that Smith’s pessimism was in 

line with the intellectual outlook of writers during the Scottish Enlightenment (153).68  

He names others, such as Lord Kames and Adam Ferguson, who shared Smith’s 

bleak outlook about the future.  Moreover, Reisman claims that Smith looked to 

public education to remedy the situation he describes (157).  Patricia Werhane 

disagrees with Reisman because she says that the limited public education that Smith 

advocated would have done little to change the life of the poor laborer (146).  She 

points to the obvious influence that Smith had on Marx’s theory of the alienation of 

labor.  However, she cautions that too much can be read into it and that the two ideas 

are different (Werhane 144-147).  Whatever one makes of Smith’s gloomy prediction, 

it does seem to undermine his premise of showing that inequality of property in 

market economies will not result in inadequate provisions for the poor.  As the 

working poor become more incapacitated, they lose some of the very characteristics, 

such as good judgment in their private lives and their imagination.  These attributes 

were some of the characteristics that Smith said would allow the working class to 

maintain their place in society.   

Material equality in the state was not a goal for Smith.  What one does  
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find in Smith is a faith, albeit a qualified one, in the ability of human beings to 

produce great wealth with the advent of the division of labor and the market 

economy.  The contrasts to Locke are great since Smith does not view the poor as 

lazy spendthrifts,  but as hard-working, frugal people.  Forty years later, Alexis de 

Tocqueville writes about the problem of poverty and his views challenge many of 

Smith’s assumptions.  

Alexis de Tocqueville 

Tocqueville does not share Smith’s views about human nature; however, he does 

agree that public aid will not remedy poverty.  During an 1833 trip to England, the 

large numbers of people living in poverty shocked him (Journeys to England and 

Ireland).69  Inspired by that visit, he wrote Memoir on Pauperism (1835) and 

delivered it before the Royal Academic Society of Cherbourg in France that same 

year.70 In the Memoir, Tocqueville provides an explanation for the increase of poverty 

in industrialized nations as well as ways to moderate the immense problem.  He 

believes that public aid is the cause of increased poverty in England.  He delivers a 

harsh critique of public aid and explains why private charity is better for everyone in 

society.   At the end of the piece, however, he begins to explore other causes and 

solutions that are either expanded versions of ones he previously mentions or 

different ones.  He is left with more questions than answers, and he admits that while 

                                                                                                                                           
68 Reisman, David, Adam Smith’s Sociological Economics, (London: Croom Helm Ltd.,(1976). 
69 Tocqueville, Alexis de, Journeys to England and Ireland, trans. George Lawrence and K. P. Mayer, 
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he favors private charity over public aid, the former will not be sufficient to deal with 

the overwhelming problem of poverty in England.   

At the beginning of his essay, Tocqueville asks why the 

poorest countries in Europe have the fewest number of poor people.  He claims that in 

England, “the Eden of modern civilization,” one-sixth of the populations lives on 

public charity (MP 37-39).  He thinks it possible to explain the state of affairs in 

Europe, but to do that he must first examine the beginning of human societies (MP 

39).   

The Tocquvillean state of nature is composed of savages who  

associate not for the enjoyment of life but for survival.  The need for food and shelter 

motivates individuals to do only the minimum required to obtain subsistence.  With 

few desires, human beings are naturally lazy.  Their lives are analogous to that of 

animals because they exert the least amount of effort necessary to satisfy their basic 

needs.  There is no inequality because no person or family holds a superior position in 

the state of nature. 

  Without any explanation, Tocqueville says that these savages learn 

about agriculture.  Farmers produce enough food to feed themselves and their 

families.  Thus, private property is created and society “enters the most active 

element of progress.” (MP 40)  Once people begin permanent settlements and food 

sources are less precarious, people begin to look beyond subsistence needs and 

                                                                                                                                           
70 Tocqueville, Alexis de, Memoir on Pauperism, trans. Seymour Drescher (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 
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discover other sources of pleasure.  Ignorant about how to protect their property, men 

turn to any kind of tyranny.  This is the origin of aristocracy (MP 41-42).  Landed 

property and power is concentrated among a few.  Violence threatens the property of 

every citizen and “inequality reaches its extreme limits.”(MP 42) Tocqueville says 

that if one looks clearly at what has happened to the world since the beginning of 

societies, it is easy to see that equality is prevalent only at the historical poles of 

civilization.  Savages are equal because they are equally weak and ignorant.  

Civilized men can become equal because they all have similar means of attaining 

comfort and happiness at their disposal.  Between these two extremes is found 

inequality of conditions, wealth, knowledge— the power of the few, the poverty, 

ignorance, and weakness of all the rest (MP 42-43). 

  Tocqueville turns to the twelfth century to investigate feudal societies.  

Only two groups made up the entire population—those who worked the land but did 

not own it and those who owned the land but did not work it.  According to 

Tocqueville, like the slaves in America, the first group was supplied with food and 

shelter.  They had few desires or worries because they had no choices to make about 

their lives or as Tocqueville describes it, “they enjoyed a kind of vegetative 

happiness.” (MP 43-44)  The opposite was true for the landowners because their lives 

were “brilliant, ostentatious, but not comfortable.” (MP 44)  Discomfort came from 

the lack of mutual cooperation among all members of the class to make life easier and 
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from the absence of things like adequate heating for their homes or proper clothing.  

Tocqueville says: 

I am convinced that there is not a provincial town today whose more fortunate 

inhabitants do not have more true comforts of life in their homes and do not 

find it easier to satisfy the thousand needs created by civilization than the 

proudest medieval baron (MP 44). 

Originally, most people had few needs, but slowly they began to desire better housing 

and clothing and more of life’s comforts and pleasures.71  They left the land to find 

work to make money to satisfy these new needs.  While the majority of people still 

worked in agriculture, a new class arose who made their living by working at a trade 

(MP 45).  Tocqueville explains why people left agriculture for industry in the 

following passage: 

Each century, as it emerges from the hand of the Creator, extends the range of 

thought, increases the desires and the power of man.  The poor and the rich, 

each in his sphere, conceive of new enjoyments, which were unknown to the 

ancestors (MP 45). 

“Immutable laws” govern the growth of organized societies.  Only God knows the 

limits to this growth or to human perfectibility.72 

                                                 
71 Tocqueville uses the word “needs” because he believes that what were once thought of as “desires” 
have become thought of as “needs”.  Thus he uses the words needs instead of desires in the text. 
72 Adam Smith shares Tocqueville’s idea of human perfectibility, which is typical of the Enlightenment 
period.  Smith says, “Nature, however, when she implanted the seeds of this irregularity in the human 
breast, seems, as upon all other occasions, to have intended the happiness and perfection of the 
species.” (TMS II.iii.3: 152.). 
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  These changes, according to Tocqueville, had enormous consequences 

for society.  A prodigious number of new goods became available and people’s lives 

became not only more comfortable, but also happier.  During the middle ages, when 

everyone survived on agriculture, there was always enough food to prevent 

starvation.  But Tocqueville noted, in 1835, if not for public aid, the majority of 

people in England would have been on the verge of starvation (MP 45-46).  This is 

because the workers depend on the consumption of goods that they produce.  When 

the market takes a downturn, unemployment rises and they are  left without the means 

to survive.  God has given these workers the “special and dangerous mission” of 

supplying goods for others while they must also take all the risks and dangers 

associated with their work.  Tocqueville observes that: 

Each year needs multiply and diversify, and with them grows the number of 

individuals who hope to achieve greater comfort by working to satisfy those 

new needs rather than by remaining occupied in agriculture.  Contemporary 

statesmen would do well to consider this fact (MP 48). 

It is habit and education that compel men to go beyond meeting their basic needs for 

subsistence.  Luxuries soon become needs.  Tocqueville uses tobacco as an example 

to make his point.  North American Indians have become beggars to secure their need 

for tobacco.  This cause of beggary is new, and civilized man is far more vulnerable 

to it than savages ever were because they rely on fortune to meet their basic needs.  

He says that poverty among savages occurred only when they could not find food.  In 

England, however, poverty is caused by the high standard of living (MP 50). 
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Among very civilized peoples, the lack of a multitude of things causes 

poverty; in the savage state, poverty consists only in not finding something to eat (MP 

49).  He concludes that pauperism is the result of the high standard of living in 

England (MP 50).  

Tocqueville’s explanations for the causes of poverty are the  

propensity of human beings toward laziness, private ownership of property, the 

instability of the labor market, and the proliferation of needs in civilized society. In 

addition, he mentions that industrialization has rapidly displaced people who left the 

land to move into industry before the latter could meet their needs.  He shares Smith’s 

views about private property and the growth of people’s needs in modern societies.  

These observations result in the comparison between absolute and relative poverty.  

He is less optimistic about human nature than Smith, and in that respect he has more 

in common with Locke.  While Tocqueville does not think that laziness or lack of 

virtue can account for explaining the entire problem, he does believe that people are 

basically lazy and that religion is an important mitigating factor in staving off 

poverty.  He rejects Smith’s idea that people are motivated to work to get ahead or 

that they are naturally frugal.  His two major new ideas consist of a harsh critique of 

public aid and the recognition that structural forces, such as mass urban migration, 

contribute to increasing poverty. He sympathizes with the working poor who produce 

goods because he says that their jobs, and their survival, are precarious in market 

societies. The inexactness of the relationship between the production and 

consumption of manufactured goods, (supply and demand) contributes to the problem 

 74 



and this “inexactness” concerns Tocqueville greatly (MP 72).  Yet he still believes 

that the main cause of increased poverty in industrialized nations is  public aid or 

“public charity” as he sometimes calls it.   

  Tocqueville says that society feels compelled to relieve the needs of 

the poor.  In a backward country no one would think of giving clean clothes, healthy 

food, and comfortable shelter to the poor.  In England, however, since most people 

have these things, their absence stirs society.  People believe that they must provide 

for the poor.  Thus, society exacerbates pauperism.  He, like Smith, provides a 

relative definition of poverty.  As a result, in more prosperous nations, large numbers 

of people live off public charity.  The most vulnerable people in society multiply 

while their needs grow and change along with their exposure for failing to meet them.  

Tocqueville says that the continued growth of public charity is an “inevitable evil” 

that foreshadows the future of modern society and the best that one can hope to do is 

to moderate its effects (MP 50). 

  He identifies two kinds of welfare.  One, administered by individuals 

according to their means, has been around since the beginning of time.  Christianity 

made it a virtue and called it charity.  It is a private virtue.  Protestantism created the 

second type, public charity.  Public charity led society to attempt to deal with the 

problem of poverty systematically.  It is less emotional or instinctive but often more 

powerful than the first type of welfare.  Created and regulated by society, charity is 

no longer a private virtue (MP 51).  Tocqueville believes that the notion of public 

charity has a seductive quality.  Society reflects on its problems and then tries to fix 
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them, all the while assuring that the rich may enjoy their wealth and the poor will be 

relieved from excessive suffering.  But, according to him, this logic is fallacious 

because it created legalized public charity and led to the rapid growth of pauperism 

(MP 51-53). 

  Tocqueville provides the following reasons to explain why public aid 

is a disastrous policy: 

1) Human beings have a natural passion for idleness. 

2) There are only two incentives to work, the need to live and the desire to 

improve the conditions of life.  Experience has shown that the majority 

only works for the first incentive. 

3) Public aid removes the first incentive and leaves only the second one, 

which is not present in most people. 

Tocqueville rejects Smith’s belief that people are motivated to work to improve their 

conditions.  Survival is the only motivating factor for people to work and he 

concludes that public charity has destroyed that incentive.  Again, contrary to Smith’s 

assessment of the poor, Tocqueville says that when people do work, they have no 

interest in saving money.  The poor do the least amount of work possible to get by 

and then foolishly spend whatever they earn.  Hardworking, generous people pay for 

the idle’s existence (MP 54-55). In short, why would anyone want to work? 

  Tocqueville explores the insurmountable difficulties in trying to decide 

who is truly worthy of charity and how to force able-bodied people to work.  He says 

that it is nearly impossible to separate those who merit assistance from those who do 
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not because of all the nuances and myriad circumstances surrounding people.  No one 

possesses sufficient knowledge, foresight, conscience, time, and talent to decide who 

merits help.  More importantly, he asks, “Who would dare to let a poor man die of 

hunger because it’s his own fault that he is dying?” (MP 56)  He says that the English 

have tried to find a person who can determine merit for assistance by putting an 

overseer of the poor in each Parish.  The result has been disastrous because it is easier 

for the overseer to give public aid than to deny it.  Tocqueville explains: 

 Since public aid is only indirectly harmful to society, while the refusal  

of aid instantly hurts the poor and the overseer himself, the overseer’s choice 

cannot be in doubt.  The laws may declare that only innocent poverty will be 

relieved; practice will alleviate all poverty (MP 57). 

Putting the poor to work is also laden with difficulties.  Public work is not always 

available or is needed only in certain areas.  This can create logistical problems in 

getting the poor to the geographical area where their labor may be truly necessary.  

Even if there is public work that needs to be done, Tocqueville says that it will be 

difficult to prioritize the work, supervise the laborers, and determine their salary.  He 

doubts that anyone possesses the knowledge or courage to “force the most inactive 

and vicious part of the population into sustained and productive effort.” (MP 58)   

Another reason that England’s Poor Laws have failed, according to  

Tocqueville,  is because they were utopian in design.  He says: 
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Laws must be made for men and not in terms of a perfect world, which cannot 

be sustained by human nature, nor of models, which it offers only very 

occasionally (MP 58).  

As a result of trying to alleviate poverty by designing laws for an ideal world, 

England has created a huge problem.  Tocqueville explains that laws creating charity 

administered on a permanent basis creates an entire class of idle and lazy people.  

These people live at the expense of the industrial and working class (MP 58).  While 

America has escaped this problem so far, Tocqueville warns that if preemptive 

measures are not taken, the same thing that is happening in England, “will devour the 

well-being of generations [in America] to come.” (MP 58) 

  Tocqueville compares public aid to a monastic system that lacks the 

morality and religion to go along with it.  He believes that the moral dimension of 

public aid is just as important as the economic one.  He declares that public aid 

“depraves men even more than it impoverishes them.” (MP 58)  Once the poor had a 

legal right to aid, the act of asking for help was removed.  This put the recipient on 

the same level with the provider.  Public aid also removes any privacy because 

indigents are listed on the parish poor rolls.  The poor may demand relief, but they 

must publicly admit to their misery, weakness, and misconduct.  Thus public aid 

publicizes inferiority and legalizes it at the same time.  In addition, it destroys any 

hope of establishing important ties between rich and poor.  In fact, he believes that 

public charity drives a deeper chasm between the rich and poor.  They form two rival 

nations with the rich viewing the poor with fear and contempt and the poor feeling 
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despair and envy of the wealthy.  The poor’s future has been destroyed because they 

have lost the respect of their fellow citizens.  While they live without fear, they also 

live without hope.  They have the same outlook as animals because they live only to 

satisfy their needs for the present and they have no idea about their future (MP 60).  

These conditions lead to an increase in the number of illegitimate births and criminal 

activity, while virtue becomes ever more distant for the poor.  Tocqueville lists the 

following additional evils that permanent public aid brings to a country: 

1) The rich are reduced to tenant farmers of the poor. 

2) The source of savings disappears. 

3) The accumulation of capital stops. 

4) Trade development is retarded. 

5) Human industry and activity slows down. 

6) A violent revolution will be the final result because those who receive 

public aid outnumber those who give it.  The poor will steal property to 

satisfy their needs (MP 70).  

Finally, Tocqueville says that public charity is not a virtue because it is a weak and 

unreflecting inclination and not a reasoned act.  This contradicts his earlier statement 

that public charity was a systematic act that was less emotional or instinctive.  

Perhaps, he means that in the beginning it was systematic and over time it has 

changed. Nevertheless, he believes that charity should do what is most useful for the 

poor and not merely please the giver.  The welfare of the majority of the population 

should be considered instead of rescuing a few (MP 69). 
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  In contrast to public charity, private charity is given by reason of a 

recognized inferiority of the recipient and it may be kept private.  It forces the giver 

to be concerned about the life of the recipient.  The recipient feels gratitude because 

he knows that he had no right to ask for help.  This feeling of gratitude is healthy and 

inspirational for the recipient.  Tocqueville explains: 

A moral tie is established between those two classes whose interests and 

passions so often conspire to separate them from each other, and although 

divided by circumstance they are willingly reconciled.  This is not the case 

with legal charity.  The latter allows the alms to persist but removes its 

morality.  … Public alms guarantee life but does not make it happier or more 

comfortable than individual alms giving; legal charity does not thereby 

eliminate wealth or poverty in society (MP 60). 

Thus one of most important qualities of private charity is the forging of a moral link 

between rich and poor in society.  Moreover, it is a virtue and it provides what is most 

useful for the poor (MP 69).   

Tocqueville’s beliefs reflect the debate in England about the  

proper view of charity.  Some thought that charity demonstrated the virtue of mercy 

that would guarantee eternal life for the provider.  Greater mercy meant that providers 

should only give to those who were “deserving.”  Deserving meant that the recipients 

must demonstrate correct social behavior and the proper character. Others saw the 

opportunity for charity to remake people by converting them to the religious views of 

the organization or those of the individuals who were supplying relief.  Since the 
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wicked were often poor, charity should be provided to them “…in a way which would 

produce a moral transformation.” (Daunton 468)  Organizations such as the 

Proclamation Society (1787), the Society for the Suppression of Vice (1807), and the 

Society for the Support and Encouragement of Sunday Schools (1785) called for a 

“moral regeneration” of society (Daunton 470-471).  Moreover, these groups shared 

Tocqueville’s beliefs because their ambition was not only to moralize the poor, but 

also to reform the English Poor Laws in order to restore incentives to work.  If public 

aid was not available, self-sufficiency could again be the aim of individuals in 

society. 

  In spite of his praise for private relief, Tocqueville recognizes that the 

demand for relief is too great for private charity.  He entertains the idea that by 

“regulating” relief, private charity organizations could bring more power and activity 

to individual philanthropy.  It is not clear what he means  by “regulating” relief.  One 

possibility is that he thinks that private organizations could join forces to oversee the 

administration of poor relief, resulting in greater coordination and a more 

concentrated effort than individual philanthropists could provide.  He does 

acknowledge, however, the utility and necessity of public charity in special cases — 

infants, old people, the sick, and insane.  Temporary public aid may also be necessary 

in “times of public calamities which God sometimes allows to slip from his hand, 

proclaiming his anger to the nation.” (MP 69-70) 

  Tocqueville concludes his “Memoir” with questions about what ought 

to be done about poverty. He reviews the problem of calculating production and 
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consumption so that workers do not lose their jobs when the former exceeds the latter.  

He mentions two new ideas, (1) a way to encourage fewer people to move into 

industrial areas and (2) a system to help the working class accumulate savings as a 

safety net for times of unemployment or misfortune.  These questions demonstrate his 

insight about the causes of poverty and about policies to alleviate it (MP 71-72).  

Tocqueville ended his essay with the promise of a second work also dealing with the 

problem of poverty that would perhaps, answer some of the questions that he poses at 

the end of the “Memoir.”  In 1837 he composed this work consisting of sixteen 

numbered pages titled, Second Mémoire Sur Le Paupérisme.73  It begins with an 

historical overview of the problem as did his previous work.  He again claims that 

poverty is created by capitalist industrialization because the working class has no 

property while the capitalist class has great wealth.  Property ownership instills moral 

and social values that inhibit the growth of poverty.  Tocqueville wonders if there is 

some way to provide the industrial worker with “the spirit and the habits of property.” 

(SMP 146)  He provides several ideas as possible solutions, but he rejects or finds 

fault with each: 

1) Provide laborers with an interest in the factories where they work.  The 

capitalist owners will reject this idea. 

2) Establish workers’ cooperatives. 

                                                 
73 Tocqueville, Alexis de,  “Second Mémoire Sur Le Paupérisme, in Oeuvres Complètes, Tome XVI, 
ed., J. P. Mayer, (Paris 1990) 140-157.  All references are to this edition, my translation, and 
referenced as SMP with the page number. 
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This will probably fail because of internal conflicts and inefficiency.  An 

“association of workers” might succeed in the future. 

3) State-run savings banks that motivate workers to save money by  

giving them higher interest rates or savings banks merged with local 

pawnshops that will allow the poor to borrow money at lower rates than 

normal.  Both of these have the significant disadvantage of giving and 

promoting state control and centralization (SMP 153-156). 

The manuscript ends abruptly without resolving the problem.  Tocqueville’s main 

message in this work, however, is that the industrial laboring class needs a stake in 

property in order to avoid pauperism. 

Conclusions 

Locke and Tocqueville describe a “culture of poverty” that 

 involves much more than a lack of material wealth.  They believe that poor people 

share certain attitudes like indifference, the need for immediate gratification, and a 

lack of motivation to work or save money (DiNitto 80).74 Both share a great concern 

that “able-bodied” people are taking advantage of public aid.  Daunton says that while 

much of the policy debate in England centered on relief of the able-bodied poor, that 

in practice, this was not the case (449).  For example, in 1695, one year before Locke 

wrote his Report, 47.3 percent of paupers in England were children under the age of 

15, and 17 percent were older than 60.  Another study shows that in 1802-3 in 

England and Wales (excluding London), 1,040,716 people received some relief.  
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Twenty-nine percent received only occasional assistance, children who were under 

the age of 14 made up 30.3 percent, and the elderly or disabled accounted for 16 

percent.  Daunton concludes that the bulk of relief in the late seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries went to the impotent poor and not to the able-bodied (449).   

All three men, Locke, Smith, and Tocqueville, capture the  

timeless tensions inherent in liberalism. On the one hand, there is an uncompromising 

commitment to private property and minimal government intervention.  On the other 

hand, there is a belief in democracy and moral equality.  When people lack 

subsistence or the ability to care for themselves, Locke and Tocqueville agree that 

government must act to promote their welfare or else violate God’s law to promote 

the preservation of mankind.  Smith does not view poverty as being a serious threat to 

human life in capitalist societies.   The material inequality that describes poverty in 

this type of state, according to Smith, does not justify government intervention.  It is 

ironic that Locke and Tocqueville, who share the most pessimistic view about the 

nature of poor people, believe that public aid is justified in some cases, while Smith, 

who views the poor as hard working and frugal, rejects public aid altogether.  The 

problem of poverty and the tensions found in liberal theory prepare the ground for 

Hegel and Marx.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
HEGEL AND MARX CONFRONT POVERTY  

 

Introduction 

G.W. F. Hegel (1770-1831) and Karl Marx (1818-1883) were heavily influenced by 

Adam Smith’s work.  While Smith’s The Wealth of Nation (first published in 1776) 

was written at an early stage of the industrial revolution, Hegel’s Philosophy of Right 

was published forty-five years later in 1821.  Marx was a prolific writer whose work 

spans the period from 1839,when he completed his doctoral dissertation, to his death 

in 1883.  As a result, both philosophers witnessed the expansion of the industrial 

revolution and the free market economy as well as increases in both productivity and 

poverty during the nineteenth century.  Hegel and Marx were acutely aware of the 

growing number of poor people in industrialized societies.  They completely rejected 

the proposition that the economic system of laissez faire capitalism was capable of 

reconciling inequality of property with adequate provisions for the excluded.  Their 

grounds for rejecting this theory, however, were quite different.   

Hegel accepted many of Smith’s views about civil society:  He  

agreed with Smith’s portrayal of civil society and the effect of the invisible hand.  He 

rejected, however, the laissez faire component of the theory because he thought that 

the state must have ultimate control over many aspects of civil society.  Hegel wanted 

to reconcile the separation of civil society from the political state because he believed 

that their separation was the cause of a basic social division that hindered historical 

progress.  Institutions that stood above and outside civil society could only reconcile 

 85 



the contradiction between civil society as the sphere of selfish interests and the state 

as the sphere of public interests.  For Hegel, these were the institutions of the estates, 

the bureaucracy, and the hereditary monarch.  While accepting much of the positive 

in Smith’s portrayal of civil society, Hegel thought centralized political control was 

necessary to ensure the rationality of the state.    

  Marx rejected Smith and Hegel’s conclusions about civil society and 

the political role of the state.  He believed that civil society in a free market economy 

led to class divisions, recurring crises and the eventual breakdown of capitalism itself.  

Capitalism was based on contradictions that could not be reconciled by state 

intervention but only through revolution and the establishment of a communist 

society.  Thus for him, views about human nature, the invisible hand effect, and the 

concepts of relative and absolute poverty could not explain why private property 

ownership is justified or why poverty is not really a problem in capitalist societies. 

Hegel 

Hegel believes that reason is the fundamental principle that explains all reality.  

According to Hegel, “What is rational is actual; and what is actual is rational.” 

(Elements of the Philosophy of Right (PR)  20) 75  His preface to Philosophy of Right, 

states that work is an attempt to “comprehend and portray the state as an inherently 

rational entity.”  It is not a project to construct the state, as it ought to be.  Rather, 

                                                 
75 Hegel, G.W.F., Elements of the Philosophy of Right, ed. Allen Wood, trans. H.B. Nisbet 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991) 21.  All references to this work are from this edition 
and are referred to as PR with the page number indicated for the preface and notes and the paragraph 
symbol (¶) along with the number of the paragraph indicated for the rest of the work. 
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Hegel wants to show how the state as an ethical universe should be recognized (PR 

21).  Yet Hegel fails to live up to this promise.  While he does focus on the 

institutions that exist in the Prussian State, he rationalizes them in an unrealistic way.  

The case of poverty is a particularly difficult problem for Hegel’s political theory 

because he offers little hope for the poor.  He states that, “The important question of 

how poverty can be remedied is one which agitates and torments modern societies 

especially.” (PR ¶244A)  The poor are deprived of all the advantages of society and 

do not have opportunities or the abilities to acquire skills and education.  Also, they 

are denied justice, health care, and the comfort of religion (PR ¶ 241).  In fact, he 

describes the perennial poor as “rabble,” (Pöbel), which connotes more than just 

poverty.   

Hegel describes the poor in the following way: 

Poverty in itself does not reduce people to a rabble; a rabble is created only by 

the disposition associated with poverty, by inward rebellion against the rich, 

against society, the government, etc.  It also follows that those who are 

dependent on contingency become frivolous and lazy like the lassaroni of 

Naples, for example.  This gives rise to the evil that the rabble do not have 

sufficient honor to gain their livelihood through their own work, yet claim that 

they have a right to receive their livelihood (PR ¶ 244). 
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Rabble is a way of saying that the poor are outside of the mainstream of society and 

that they negatively impact the state.76  If he is interpreting the world as reason, as 

one scholar has noted, “Poverty either finds its place in that interpretation or the 

interpretation itself is revealed to have at least one gaping hole.”(Teichgraeber 59)77 

Freedom, according to Hegel, is not simply doing what one wants to  

do (PR ¶ 15).  He thinks that human beings may experience freedom only when they  

live in a rational society, such as the one he describes in the Philosophy of Right.  

Human beings can be free, according to Hegel, only when they overcome their 

‘particularity’ and act ‘universally’ according to the concept of the universal will (PR 

¶ 23).  By particularity, he means that people must look beyond their own subjective 

ideas, needs and desires.  When one consciously acts in an objective way, or for the 

good of the whole, then one is acting universally.  For example, if a citizen lives in a 

rational community, it must have rational social institutions, that is, those institutions 

that facilitate the universal interests with the objective good of the individual.  So for 

Hegel, the citizen may say that he is free when he identifies himself with the 

institutions of his community.  The Citizen must feel that he is part of the institutions 

and that the institutions are a part of him also.  The family, civil society, the police, 

                                                 
76 Some Americans use the term “underclass” in a similar way.  The underclass describes poor, black, 
urban communities where people experience long-term unemployment and long-term welfare 
dependency accompanied by high levels of street crime and overall social disorganization (DiNitto, 
84).  Like Hegel’s description of the rabble, this group is outside the mainstream of the economic, 
social and political structures that are part of the lives of most citizens. 
77 Teichgraeber, Richard,  “Hegel on Property and Poverty,”  Journal of the History of Ideas, V. 38, 
Issue 1, (Jan.-Mar., 1977) 47-64. 
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corporations, and the state are entities that have specific meanings as well as distinct 

functions that according to Hegel advance individual freedom.   

The family is where the individual finds love and unity.  Thus one is a  

member of the family because he or she experiences individuality as part of the 

family unit (PR ¶ 158).  “Marriage, and essentially monogamy, is one of the absolute 

principles on which the ethical life of a community is based.” (PR ¶ 167)  Hegel 

believes that the family has its external reality in property because property provides 

the family with its personality (PR ¶ 169).78  Moreover, the family needs resources to 

survive, and the care and acquisition of property provides a communal purpose, 

which has an ethical quality (PR ¶ 170).  As head of the household, the husband’s 

responsibilities is to provide for the family and care for their needs as well as control 

and administer the family’s resources (PR ¶ 71).  But sharing resources is only an 

external thing that lacks objectivity.  Marriage becomes a spiritual unity only when 

couples have children.  They cannot see the whole of their union until then (PR ¶ 

173).   

Hegel says that children have a right to be reared and supported at the  

expense of the family (PR ¶ 174).  Rearing a child properly is important because 

children do not instinctively arrive at what is to be their destiny in life.  He compares 

children who are not properly reared to people who live under paternalistic 

                                                 
78Hegel believes that ownership of private property is a central right of a person.  Property ownership 
does not satisfy physical needs but helps people to develop or fulfill their individual personhood.  
Hegel says that everyone ought to have property (PR, ¶ 49 Addition).  Equality in property is a moral 
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governments and those who are fed by their states (PR ¶ 174).  In these cases, people 

can never become self-sufficient because self-sufficiency is only achieved through 

one’s own efforts.  Children must feel subordinate to their parents because this instills 

in them a desire to mature (PR ¶ 174).   

Since most families do not produce their own subsistence in the 

modern state, they must interact with the economic and civil life of society.  Hegel 

say that the “individual becomes a son of civil society” because it “tears the individual 

away from family ties.”  As a result, the entire family becomes dependent on civil 

society and on contingency (PR ¶ 238).  By contingency, Hegel means that citizens 

are reliant on certain situations and things to promote their well-being.  These things 

are beyond an individual’s control to some extent.  For example, a farmer’s harvest is 

contingent on the weather.  If there is a lack of rainfall during the growing season, the 

harvest may be smaller.  In turn, this causes an increase in the price of grain.  As a 

result, citizens must pay more for grain than in past years.  Likewise, employment is 

contingent upon the health of the market economy and the availability of jobs.  While 

human beings’ survival was always contingent on certain factors, such as adequate 

rainfall to produce food, Hegel wants to show that in Civil Society, human well being 

is still, if not more, contingent on factors that are beyond individual control. 

Civil society intervenes between the family and state.  It presupposes  

                                                                                                                                           
wish because one cannot speak of an injustice in nature (PR ¶49).  Only the state, and this is in 
exceptional cases, may cancel private ownership (PR ¶ 46 Addition). 
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the state because the state must exist before civil society can fully develop.  The 

economy of the community, along with the legal structure, public authority, and 

social arrangements, are all included in Hegel’s definition of civil society.  Families 

who share natural origin or come together under a dominant power or voluntary union 

because of interdependent needs and the reciprocity generated by the satisfaction of 

those needs compose civil society (PR ¶ 181).  Unlike the love and trust found in the 

family, self-interest governs civil society.  Hegel describes “three moments” in civil 

society: 

A. The mediation of need and the satisfaction of the individual through his 

work and through the work and satisfaction of the needs of all the others 

– the system of needs. 

B. The actuality of the universal of freedom contained therein, the protection 

of property through the administration of justice. 

C. Provisions against the contingency, which remains present in the above 

systems, and care for the particular interest as a common interest, by 

means of the police and the corporation (PR ¶ 188). 

Individuals may achieve their ends only when they act in 

a way that makes them “links in the chain of this continuum” (PR ¶ 187).  While 

individuals may think that they are acting only to attain their ends, in reality they are 

acting for others’ ends also.  There is a unity present because social and economic 

interdependence necessitate it.  Thus individuals gain personal satisfaction while 

simultaneously satisfying the welfare of others (PR ¶ 182).   

 91 



One of the most striking features of Hegel’s political theory is the  

undeniable influence of Adam Smith on it.  Hegel’s views about people’s collective 

market behavior in civil society read like pages from The Wealth of Nations (WN 

I.iv.ii: 477-478).  Hegel describes the same invisible hand effect that Smith so aptly 

explained in his work.  Contrary to Smith, however, he rebuffs laissez faire policies.  

So while Hegel accepts Smith’s description of civil society, he rejects his argument 

for limiting government intervention.  In the Hegelian state, the government is 

omnipresent, and (as will be shown later) the authority of public power reaches into 

many aspects of civil life.  

Civil society leads to division of labor and the three estates.  The  

estates of agriculture, trade and industry, and civil servants help link individual 

selfishness with the universal, i.e., the state (PR ¶ 201).  The agricultural estate, which 

Hegel also calls the substantial estate, has its resources in the cultivation of the soil 

and as a result usually provides its own subsistence.  It is a patriarchal system whose 

members are not concerned with acquiring wealth; here human industry is 

subordinate to nature (PR ¶ 204).  In contrast, people in the estate of trade and 

industry must rely on themselves and their work to meet their needs.  Subdivisions, 

such as the estates of craftsmanship, manufacturers, and commerce fall under this 

category (PR ¶ 204).  The universal estate, which Hegel also call the estate of civil 

servants, has the universal interests of society as its main concern (PR ¶ 205).  

Because civil servants do not work for their private interests, they must have private 

resources or be compensated by the state.  These individuals receive their personal 
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satisfaction by working for the common good of the state (PR ¶ 205).  All members 

of their respective estates have status, a right of recognition, and a professional ethic.  

In fact, Hegel says that, “A human being with no estate is merely a private person and 

does not possess actual universality.” (PR ¶ 207)  Thus people may only experience 

individual freedom in civil society by belonging to an estate. 

Laws are codified and promulgated to promote the administration of  

justice and protect individuals against arbitrary decisions.  Hegel says that justice is 

an important factor in civil society because good laws help a state to flourish.  Since 

he believes that free ownership is fundamental to the state’s success, laws are 

necessary to protect private property (PR ¶ 229). 

While laws protect certain legal rights, it is the role of the police and  

corporations to protect and promote citizens’ welfare (PR ¶ 229, ¶ 230).  When Hegel 

uses the term “police,” he is not simply referring to law enforcement.  Instead, he 

means public power and authority (öffentliche Macht).79  Public authority does 

include law enforcement, but it also denotes many other functions such as regulating 

the prices of necessities (PR ¶ 236), public health (PR  ¶ 236), public works (PR ¶ 

236), moderation of economic fluctuations (including unemployment) (PR ¶ 236), 

poor relief (PR ¶ 240, ¶ 241, ¶ ¶ 242, ¶ 244), and the authorization and regulation of 

corporations (PR ¶ 252).  Hegel says, “The aim of oversight and provisions on the 

part of the police is to mediate between the individual and the universal possibility 

which is available for the attainment of individual ends.” (PR ¶ 236 Addition)  Hegel 
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never provides any specifics about poor relief measures but he indicates that one of 

the main functions of the public authority is to prevent the formation of rabble (PR ¶ 

240). 

Corporations are the associations that bring people together because of  

their common professions and trades.  These organizations, according to Hegel, are 

the second ethical root in civil society.  Not only do corporations mitigate the 

competitive individualism of the system of needs and educate their members for life 

in the state, they also assume the role of a second family (PR ¶ 252).  Since 

corporations have resources, Hegel looks to them to help their members during times 

of unemployment and economic downturns (PR ¶ 252).   

Kenneth Westphal believes that the idea of the corporation is crucial to  

Hegel’s political theory because it mediates the divisive tendencies of individual self-

seeking in commerce. 80  Most importantly, he says, corporations bring people 

together who would otherwise form two antagonistic groups: an underclass of rabble 

and a class of elite corporate leaders (Westphal 259).  No doubt Hegel intends for the 

corporations to play a mediating role and to offer some security to its members during 

times of crisis.  What is not clear, however, is how the corporations could prevent the 

formation of rabble.  First and foremost, members of corporations are members of an 

estate.  As noted earlier, membership in the estate provides its members with status, a 

                                                                                                                                           
79 Inwood, Michael, A Hegel Dictionary, ( Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, Ltd., 1998) 55. 
80 Westphal, Kenneth, “The Basic Context and Structure of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right in The 
Cambridge Companion to Hegel, ed., Frederick C. Beiser (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1993) 259. 
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right of recognition and a professional ethic (PR ¶ 206, ¶ 207).  The rabble, as 

described by Hegel, do not have a sense of self-respect or a sense of right and wrong 

in their own lives (PR ¶240, ¶ 241, ¶244).  Since one must be a member of an estate 

before becoming a member of a corporation, it is not clear what role, if any, the 

corporation plays in preventing the formation of poor, disenfranchised rabble.  

Perhaps Hegel thinks that the corporations can prevent poor people from becoming 

part of the rabble.  Of course then Hegel is changing his definition of who the poor 

are because he says that they “are more or less deprived of all advantages of society” 

and belonging to a corporation is a definite advantage in the Hegelian society (PR ¶ 

241).  Also, since corporation membership is limited to the urban male middle class 

and excludes wage laborers, its influence in mitigating the formation of rabble is 

doubtful (PR ¶ 250). 

The state, according to Hegel, is distinct from civil society because the 

state is not concerned with satisfying individual needs or wishes.  Instead, the state is 

what brings unity to society.  Hegel believes that all rational human beings are 

destined to live within a state (PR ¶ 75).  It is in the state, he says, that the law of 

reason merges with the law of subjective freedom and each person’s end becomes 

identical with the universal (objective).  He agrees with Plato and Aristotle that the 

happiness of the citizens is the end of the state because if their welfare is not 

protected, then the state itself rests on shaky ground (PR ¶ 265).  Hegel rejects the 

sharp conflict between the state and individual because it is the state that makes the 

individual a citizen and not simply a resident (Inwood 55).  Most important, 
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according to Hegel is that “The state is the actuality of concrete freedom.” (PR ¶ 260)  

He believes this is so because individuals pursue their particular interests in the 

family and civil society while they knowingly look out for the interests of the state 

and accept the universal interest as their own “and actively pursue it as their ultimate 

end.” (PR ¶ 260)  Duties and rights are united in citizenship because as individuals 

fulfill their duties as citizens, they gain protection for their lives and property and 

have membership as part of the whole (PR ¶ 261). 

Hegel reviews some of the causes of poverty: 
 

1) Human beings do not have equal resources or skills, which lead some to 

poverty (PR ¶ 200). 

2) There are numerous circumstances and contingencies, such as natural ones 

like the weather and soil fertility, which may contribute to poverty (PR ¶ 189, 

and ¶ 241). 

3) Some people are lazy and do not want to work (PR ¶ 189). 

4) Poverty is a natural byproduct of a free-market society even in the best of 

times.  There are not enough consumers to purchase all the products that are 

produced.  There is too much capital, and more is being produced all the time.  

This leads to unemployment, which Hegel says is the main cause of poverty 

(PR ¶ 245, Lectures 205-208). 81 

                                                 
81Hegel, G.W.F., Philosophie des Rechts: die Vorlesung von 1819/20 in eigner Nachschrift, ed., Dieter 
Henrich (Frankfurt am Man: Suhrkamp, 1983) Trans. Shlomo Avineri, “The Discovery of Hegel’s 
Early Lectures on the Philosophy of Right” The Owl of Minerva, 16.2 (Spring 1985) 205-208.  This 
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Hegel reviews some of the approaches that have been used to  

alleviate poverty.  First, wealthier citizens could assume the burden of support for the 

poor by establishing hospitals, foundations, or monasteries to maintain the poor 

masses some decent standard of living.  Hegel dismisses this approach because it 

violates the principle of civil society that people ought to work to meet their needs.  

Moreover, it is only through work that people achieve a feeling of self-sufficiency 

and feel honorable (PR ¶ 145).  Second, money, like the English Poor Tax, could be 

collected from wealthier citizens and redistributed to the poor.  Hegel thinks that this 

solution aggravates the problem of poverty because it takes away the poor’s self-

respect and independence.  Also, taxing the wealthy to provide for the poor leaves the 

rich with less money to spend on their own needs, and thus another class also suffers 

(Lectures 207).  Since wealthy citizens would have less money to buy things, this 

would only exacerbate overproduction.  The third solution is that the state could 

provide employment for the poor.  Hegel thinks this is a bad idea because it would 

increase production, and since overproduction is a chief cause of poverty, this would, 

in the long term, only make the problem worse. 

Finding no solution to remedy the problem within civil society or the  

state, Hegel says that colonization is the only possible solution to poverty ( PR ¶ 248, 

Lectures 208).  Throughout history, when citizens can no longer live satisfactorily on 

their own resources, he says that countries have turned to colonization.  The problem 

                                                                                                                                           
translation appears as the appendix to Avineri’s article and all references to this work are from this 
translation and are referred to as Lectures with the page number indicated. 

 97 



of poverty can be attacked on two fronts through imperialism.  First, poor people can 

gain property from the process of colonization.  Second, the goods that are being 

produced in the homeland will be sold in the new markets created through 

colonization (Lectures 208).   

Hegel’s preference is that these new colonies should retain strong links  

with their home countries (PR ¶248).  He advocates a systematic approach to 

colonization, initiated and regulated by the state.  Using the ancient Greeks as an 

example, Hegel views colonization as a relief to overpopulation and a practical way 

to deal with poverty.  Even if the colonies are liberated at a later date, they are a great 

advantage to the mother state.  He uses the example of the American colonies, which 

became independent, but continued to buy English goods and thus benefited English 

commerce and industry (Lectures 208).   

The question then becomes: Where can one find land for colonies?   

Since that is an empirical question, Hegel only says that it should be found overseas 

because “The sea is primarily the natural element of industry, towards which civil 

society must strive in its development.” (Lectures 208) 

  The upshot of this discussion is that Hegel has no new ideas for 

dealing with the problem of poverty.  Shlomo Avineri views Hegel’s state as the 

“protector of the weaker classes in society.” (Avineri 101)82  But what does Hegel do 

to protect these weaker individuals in society?  While he says that the state should 

                                                 
82 Avineri, Shlomo, Hegel’s Theory of the Modern State, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1972) 101. 
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mediate between the individual and civil society to regulate the pricing of necessities 

and public health, this can hardly qualify the Hegelian state as a protector of the poor 

(PR ¶ 236A).  Instead, Hegel provides a dismal account of a society where the poor 

not only remain marginalized, but also have little hope for happiness, freedom, or an 

escape from poverty.  The one exception is the possibility that new colonies could be 

established that would help to alleviate the problem.  

Marx 

Marx rejects Hegel’s thesis that his version of the Prussian state represents a rational 

entity.  The Hegelian state is merely a fantasy, according to Marx.  Poverty is an 

intractable problem that cannot be solved under the capitalist system, which promotes 

profit making as a goal rather than meeting human needs.  In the capitalist society, the 

growth of poverty is inevitable because, as I discuss later in this chapter, it is a 

necessary condition for capitalism to flourish (Capital vol. 1 chap 25).83  Marx also 

rejects Hegel’s portrayal of the separation of civil society and the state because he 

believes that civil society and the mode of production shape humanity.84  History, 

according to Marx, is divided into epochs that are defined by the mode of 

                                                 
83 Marx, Karl, Capital, vol. 1, chap. 25, trans. Ben Fowkes, (New York: Vintage Books, 1977), 798-
799.  All references to Capital are from this volume and edition and are referred to as Capital with the 
volume, chapter and page number indicated. 
84 “In short, it is not history but old Hegelian junk, it is not profane history—a history of man—but 
sacred history—a history of ideas.”  Karl Marx, letter to P.V. Annekov, 28 December 1846, The Marx-
Engels Reader, 2nd ed., ed. Robert Tucker, (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 1978) 137-8.  
All references to The Marx-Engels Reader are from this edition. Marx also talks about civil society and 
how it differs from Hegel’s conception in The German Ideology in The Marx-Engels Reader, 163. 
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production.85  In turn, the mode of production defines the social relations in society.  

These relations are defined by economic roles assigning control over the means, 

processes, and fruits of production to one group in society while excluding other 

groups.86  This is Marx’s definition of historical materialism and these groups are the 

basis of class differences in society.   

The bourgeoisie, the petty bourgeoisie, the proletariat and the  

lumpenproletariat are the groups in capitalist societies that represent these class 

differences.  The bourgeoisie are the capitalists who own the means of production and 

employ wage laborers.  The petty bourgeoisie control some means of production but 

for the most part use their own labor for production.  They may buy some labor 

power to supplement their needs, such as a small business owner who needs to 

employ others during peak times of business.  Marx defines the proletariat as “a class 

of laborers, who live only so long as they find work, and who find work only so long 

as their labor increases capital.”(Manifesto of the Communist Party 473)87  The 

lumpenproletariat, which literally means ‘ragged proletariat’ are described by Marx 

as the criminals and prostitutes who form a group distinct from industrial workers 

who are the bulk of the proletariat (Capital I.25: 797).88  Marx describes capitalism as 

a system of exploitation arising from private ownership of the means of production.  

The wealth generated by the proletariat is used against them as they are merely means 

                                                 
85Marx, Karl, “Society and Economy in History” in The Marx-Engels Reader, 138, and German 
Ideology, 161. 
86 Marx, Karl, The German Ideology in The Marx-Engels Reader, 150, 157. 
87 Marx, Karl, Manifesto of the Communist Party in The Marx-Engels Reader, 469-500. 
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to an end.  That end is great wealth for the capitalist owners and poverty for the 

workers (Capital I.25: 798-99). Class antagonism arises between the proletariat and 

the bourgeoisie because of the inherent conflict between the sellers and buyers of the 

labor power (Miller 37).   

Exploitation under capitalism occurs when the proletariat produces a  

surplus whose use is controlled by the capitalists.  The proletariats sell their labor 

power to subsist.  Capitalist production generates a surplus because capitalists buy 

workers’ labor power at a wage equal to its value but extract labor greater than the 

equivalent of that wage.  Marx is not saying that exploitation arises from the unequal 

exchange of labor for wages.  Labor power is what workers sell to capitalists for a 

money wage.  Labor is the actual exercise of human productive powers to alter the 

use value of, and add value to, commodities.  The amount capitalists pay for labor 

power is smaller than the value they pay for the labor that adds the value to it.  This is 

Marx’s labor theory of value that is linked to surplus value.  He believes that the 

distinction between labor and labor power allowed the latter to be sold at its value 

while the former creates the surplus.  In capitalist societies value must be measured 

by labor since everyone’s continued existence depends on surplus value.  Thus, 

exploitation occurs in the capitalist mode of production behind the illusion of free and 

equal exchange.  Even if wages rise, this does not reduce exploitation because the 

worker will always provide a certain amount of unpaid labor (Capital I.25: 769-771). 

                                                                                                                                           
88 Miller, Richard W., “Social and Political Theory: Class, State, Revolution” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Marx (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991) 63. 
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Economists have criticized Marx’s labor theory of value for a variety 

of reasons.  One common criticism is that value cannot be linked to the labor time 

that a worker spends on producing a given product.  For example, if a worker P, who 

is inept, takes sixteen hours to produce a lamp that is of poor quality and another 

worker Q, who has superior talent to P, takes ten hours to produce a lamp that is of 

superior quality to P’s lamp, how can one assign value to the two lamps based on the 

amount of labor that it took to produce them?89  This and other criticisms raise 

questions about Marx’s labor theory of value that go beyond the scope of this chapter.  

Suffice it to say that in spite of the criticisms, Marx’s critical investigation into labor, 

wages and exploitation have influenced not only twentieth-century economics but 

also the fields of social science, political philosophy and history.90  While economists 

may discount his labor theory of value and thus his theory of exploitation, no one can 

deny the power that his theory has had in the world.91   

Unemployed or part-time workers compose the reserve army of  

labor or the industrial reserve army, as Marx sometimes calls it.  These people are 

ripe for exploitation because they desperately need wages for subsistence.  Industry 

expands from increased demand or because of new technology or better means of 

transporting products (e.g., railway expansion).  A surplus of workers must exist, 

                                                 
89 See for example, Cohen, G.A., “The Labor Theory of Value and the Concept of Exploitation,” 
Philosophy and Public Affairs, v. 8, no. 4 (Summer, 1979) 339-360.   
90 Thomas, Paul, “Critical Reception: Marx Then and Now” in The Cambridge Companion to Marx, 
ed. Terrell Carver (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991) 23-54. 
91 For example see, Allen Buchanan, Marx and Justice, (New Jersey: Rowman & Allanheld, 1982) and 
Ziyad Husami, “Marx on Distributive Justice,” Philosophy and Public Affairs, v. 8, no. 1 (Autumn, 
1978) 27-64. 

 102 



according to Marx, so that industry can put them to work without doing damage to 

other areas of production (Capital I.25: 785).  He describes the cycles in the capitalist 

economy as periods of average activity, high production, crisis production, and 

stagnation.  This cyclical feature of industry depends on the “constant transformation 

of a part of the working population into unemployed or semi-employed hands.” 

(Capital I.25: 784-786)  

On the one hand, the growth of capital may mean a demand for more  

labor.  On the other hand, surplus capital may be used to purchase new machinery 

that may reduce the demand for labor.  Moreover, if there is a lengthy period of high 

employment, it may shrink the reserve army and force wage increases.  Wage 

increases, however, slow the accumulation of capital and future employment 

opportunities, leading to an increased emphasis on mechanization by the capitalists, 

followed by layoffs, which replenish the reserve army of labor.   

Another way capitalists assure a pool of potential employees is  

by overworking those who are already employed.  Driven by competition from those 

waiting to take their jobs, wage laborers submit to long hours of work while those 

who are unemployed would gladly work part-time to receive some wages.  This is a 

means of “enriching the capitalists” because it is in their interest to “extort a given 

quantity of labor out of a smaller rather than greater number of workers, if the cost is 

about the same.” (Capital I.25: 788-789)  Marx provides an example of a cotton-

spinning operation in England in 1863 where workers were forced to work twelve to 

thirteen hours a day while hundreds of unemployed would have willingly worked 

 103 



part-time (Capital I.25: 789).  This practice not only accelerates production and 

enriches the capitalists, it also ensures a large industrial reserve army (Capital I.25: 

789-790).  Capitalists, according to Marx, may also use a greater mass of labor for 

less money by progressively replacing skilled workers with less skilled ones.  For 

example, female workers replace male workers or children replace adults (Capital 

I.25: 788).  Finally, labor may be imported from areas with low wages and high 

unemployment to reestablish a larger pool of workers.   

Marx describes three forms that always exist in the reserve army of  

labor (Capital I.25: 794).  The floating form consists of a large number of male 

workers who are dismissed from their jobs by the time they reach the age of maturity.  

These unemployed men may emigrate to other areas following capital and looking for 

employment, but capital demands youthful workers and fewer adults (Capital I.25: 

794-795).  The second form, the latent one, describes a worker who has “completely 

lived himself out when he is only half-way through his life.” Capital I.25: 796).  This 

person falls into the ranks of the surplus labor force or he must take a lower paying 

job.  Marx points to empirical data to show that the working class has much shorter 

life expectancies than the middle or upper classes.  This causes a rapid displacement 

of one generation of workers by another among the proletariat class.  Another 

consequence of this latent form of the reserve army of labor is that it leads to the 

exploitation of the workers’ children who are used to replace their parents (Capital 

I.25: 795).  The third form is the stagnant one, which happens when the capitalists 

take possession of agriculture.  As the demand for a rural working population falls, 
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some workers move to urban areas and become part of the manufacturing proletariat.  

In the countryside, a constant latent surplus population remains and the wages of the 

agricultural laborer are reduced to a minimum.  This worker, according to Marx, “ 

always stands with one foot already in the swamp of pauperism.” (Capital I.25: 795-

796) 

The final groups, who are not an active part of the industrial reserve  

army, are those who “dwell in the sphere of pauperism.”  (Capital I.25: 797)  Distinct 

from the lumpenproletariats, Marx describes three categories of paupers.  The first 

group consists of people who are able to work.  The second group is composed of 

orphans and pauper children, who are prime candidates for the industrial reserve army 

during times of great prosperity.  The final group are demoralized, ragged, and unable 

to work.  They have succumbed to their inability to adapt to the harsh conditions of 

the division of labor, and they are the victims of industry.  These individuals worked 

in dangerous conditions, like mines and chemical plants, and they are the sick, the 

mutilated, and the widowed that are unemployed (Capital I.25: 797).  Marx’s remarks 

about these individuals merits quoting: 

Pauperism is the hospital of the industrial reserve army.  Its production is 

included in that of the relative surplus population, its necessity is implied by 

their necessity; along with the surplus population, pauperism forms a 

condition of capitalist production, and of the capitalist development of wealth.  
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It forms part of the faux frais* of capitalist production: but capital usually 

knows how to transfer these from its own shoulders to those of the working 

class and the petty bourgeoisie (Capital I: 25; 797). 

The harder the proletariat work and the more productive they are,  

according to Marx, the more capricious the conditions become for their continued 

existence.  Capitalism is responsible for the brutalization and moral degradation of 

the proletariat.  By making hunger a permanent condition among the working class, 

the capitalists control them and force them to work harder and longer.  Moreover, 

Marx describes the relationship between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat as one of 

absolute control, “He [the worker] can work only with their [the capitalists’] 

permission, hence live only with their permission.”(“Critique of the Gotha Program”, 

CGP 526)92  All the while, the bourgeoisie accumulate more wealth (Capital I.25: 

799-800).  The capitalists not only control wealth, they also control the ideas and the 

intellectual forces of society (German Ideology 172).  Marx says that “The ruling 

ideas are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant material 

relationships” (German Ideology 172).  There is no freedom for the proletariat 

because the ruling class controls their physical and mental lives. 

“Alienation” is a term used throughout Marx’s writings.  He speaks  

about the alienation of labor and more generally about the alienation of human beings 

from themselves.  The capitalist system erodes the connection that individuals feel to 

                                                 
*incidental expenses 
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themselves and to others as human beings in the world conscious of their own life-

activities.  Labor is external to workers because it is not an expression of their 

creativity, nor does it affirm them as human beings.  Workers are not free to develop 

physically or mentally.  In fact, the work ruins their bodies and minds (Economic and 

Philosophic Manuscripts of  1844 (Manuscripts) 74-75). 93  The worker feels himself 

as a human being only when he is not working.  Marx says that, “It [work] is not a 

satisfaction of a need; it is merely a means to satisfy needs external to 

it.”(Manuscripts 1844 74)  In the same way that religion alienates people by asking 

them to give up themselves and put everything into God, people are also alienated by 

giving themselves over to work while retaining none of themselves (Manuscripts 

1844 72).  Marx defines the alienation of labor in the following passage: 

The alienation of the worker in his product means not only that his labor 

becomes an object, an external existence, but that it exists outside him, 

independently, as something alien to him, and that it becomes a power of its 

own confronting him; it means that the life he has conferred on the object 

confronts him as something hostile and alien (Manuscripts 1844 72). 

The proletariat exist in the world as workers and subjects, and Marx concludes that 

“life itself appears only as a means to life.” (Manuscripts 1844 75-76). 

Chapter two saw that one of Adam Smith’s claims, that poverty  

                                                                                                                                           
92 Marx, Karl. “Critique of the Gotha Program” in The Marx-Engels Reader, 526.  All references to 
this work are from this edition and are referred to as CGP with the page numbers indicated. 
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was not a huge problem in capitalist societies, rested on his comparison of absolute 

and relative poverty.  Smith concluded that what may look like poverty to some in a 

capitalist society is misleading because the poor are better off than the rich in other 

countries.  Marx examines this conclusion by granting the most favorable conditions 

for the workers in capitalist societies.  Capital is growing and there is low 

unemployment and higher wages for the proletariat.  Even under these favorable 

conditions, Marx rejects Smith’s conclusion about relative poverty.   He makes this 

clear in the following passage: 

A house may be large or small; as long as the surrounding houses are equally 

small it satisfies all social demands for a dwelling.  But let a palace arise 

beside the little house and it shrinks from a little house to a hut.  The little 

house shows now that its owner has only very slight or no demands to make; 

and however high it may shoot up in the course of civilization, if the 

neighboring palace grows to an equal or even greater extent, the occupant of 

the relatively small house will feel more uncomfortable, dissatisfied and 

cramped within its four walls (“Wages, Labour and Capital” (WLC) 93-94.94 

Because individuals’ pleasures and desires spring from society, according to Marx, 

we can measure their satisfaction by society’s standards and not by the mere objects 

that satisfy them.  As a result, because our needs and desires are of a social nature, 

                                                                                                                                           
93 Marx, Karl,  Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 in The Marx-Engels Reader, 75-76.  
All references to this work are from this translation and are referred to as Manuscripts 1844 with the 
pager number indicated. 
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they are of a relative nature (WLC 94).  When wages increase for the proletariat, the 

capitalists’ profits increase even more.  Marx says that the relative share of wages is 

reduced under these circumstances because of the increased cost of goods.  Items 

such as cereal, meat, butter, and cheese cost more and this fact diminishes any real 

increase in wages (WLC 94-95).  While the workers may receive higher wages, the 

gulf between the proletariat and bourgeoisie is greater than ever and the workers feel 

little satisfaction in the gains they may have made (WLC 93-94).  Thus while Smith 

makes the claim that “inequality in society is often illusory or superficial” and there 

may be no overwhelming physical need for many of the things that men want in 

society, Marx’s answer is that relative poverty is directly connected to individuals’ 

feelings of satisfaction in society and that the inequality is neither illusory nor 

superficial (Singer 62).95  Marx says that it is an actual economic fact that the worker 

becomes poorer the more wealth he produces and “With the increasing value of the 

world of things proceeds in direct proportion the devaluation of the world of men.” 

(Manuscripts 1844 71) 

Marx believes that a revolution will occur in advanced capitalist  

societies and result in the establishment of a communist society.  The communist 

society will remedy, for the most part, the problem of poverty.  As the proletariat 

become aware of their own spiritual and physical poverty, they will also become 

                                                                                                                                           
94 Marx, Karl.  “Wages, Labour and Capital,” in Karl Marx and Frederick Engels Selected Works, 
Volume I (Moscow: Foreign Languages Publishing House, 1958). 203-217.  Future references to this 
work are identified as WLC with the relevant page numbers from this edition. 
95 Singer, Peter, Marx: A Very Short Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) 62. 
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aware of their own dehumanization.  This theoretical consciousness will turn into 

indignation against the inhumanity of the capitalist system and the proletariat will be 

driven to liberate itself (“Alienation and Social Classes” 134).96  Philosophy plays an 

important role in bringing forth the revolution because according to Marx, the 

proletariat finds its intellectual weapons in philosophy, just as philosophy finds its 

material weapons in the proletariat (“Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s 

Philosophy of Right: Introduction 65).97  In one of his most famous passages, Marx 

tells us what the role of philosophy ought to be when he says that “The philosophers 

have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to change 

it.”(“Theses on Feuerbach” 145)98  Ultimately, the revolution will occur because of 

historical progress.  The conflict between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat 

represents the ongoing conflict between individual interest and the common good.  

Capitalism takes this conflict to new heights and ultimately will destroy itself because 

of it (Singer 80-81). 

After the revolution has taken place, there will have to be an interim  

structure which Marx calls the dictatorship of the proletariat.  Since this new society 

is starting from the foundation of capitalism, changes will occur gradually.  Marx 

says: 

                                                 
96 Marx, Karl, “Alienation and Social Classes,” in The Marx-Engels Reader, 133-135. 
97 Marx, Karl, “Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right: Introduction” in The 
Marx-Engels Reader, 53-65. 
98 Marx, Karl “Theses on Feuerbach” in The Marx-Engels Reader, 143-145. 
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What we have to deal with here is a communist society, not as it has 

developed on its own foundations, but, on the contrary, just as it emerges from 

capitalist society; which is thus in every respect, economically, morally and 

intellectually, still stamped with the birth marks of the old society from whose 

womb it emerges.  (CGP 529) 

Marx provides some details about how society ought to be structured to limit the 

incidence of poverty and care for those who are unable to work.  Communism 

demands the conversion of land and all instruments of production into common 

property.  Economic necessity requires that the following deductions be made from 

the proceeds of labor: 

1) Cover the replacement cost of the means of production used. 

2) Provide for additional expansion of production. 

3)  Establish a reserve or insurance fund to provide against accidents, 

dislocations caused by natural disasters, etc. 

4) Provide for the general costs of administration not belonging to production 

(this will be restructured and diminish as new society develops). 

5) Supply revenue for health care, schools, and other services to meet the 

common satisfaction of needs (in the beginning this will grow considerably 

when compared to present-day society and it will grow in proportion as the 

new society develops). 

6) Provide funds for those unable to work, etc. (CGP 528-529). 
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The individual will receive back from society, after the deductions 

have been made, exactly what he or she has contributed to it.  Marx recognizes that 

some people who are physically or mentally superior will supply more labor in the 

same time or may choose to work longer hours.  Communism recognizes labor as a 

measure defined by intensity or duration.  There will be no class differences but 

unequal individual endowments will be recognized and thus one’s productive 

capacity will be viewed as a natural privilege.  Marx admits that all types of different 

economic situations arise in society, such as one man who is married while another is 

single, or one man may have five children while another has only one.  It is also true, 

Marx says, that one man will in fact receive more than another and one will be richer 

than another.  These defects are inevitable in the first phase of community society, 

which is just emerging from capitalism.  After time has passed and the problems 

associated with the division of labor has subsided, labor will not only be a means to 

life but “life’s prime want” and productivity will increase because individuals have 

become all around better developed.  It is then, Marx says, that society may say, 

“From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs!” (CGP 531) 

Criticisms of Marx’s theory are many.  His idea of historical  

progression did not take place.  Capitalism’s productivity continued to surpass his 

expectations and wages increased so that many, though certainly not all, individuals 

were able to purchase more than mere subsistence.  Proletariat revolutions have not 

occurred in the most advanced capitalist societies.  Perhaps the flaw in his reasoning 

that looms the largest is his absolute belief that common interests will take 
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precedence over individual interests, thus dissolving individual motivations for power 

and control.  Through the abolition of private property and the transformation of the 

economic and social conditions of society, Marx believed that people would change 

(Singer 94).  Self-interest would be replaced with a concern for the common good and 

the state, as a political entity, would cease to exist.  Rejecting claims that his theory 

was utopian, Marx believed that he had discovered a scientific basis for his claims.  

The laws of history would necessarily entail the dissolution of capitalism and the 

creation of the communist state.  It is clear from Marx’s writings that he failed to 

consider the possibility that his theory could be used to establish authoritarian 

regimes that would not promote the well being of all people.  Critics like Mikhail 

Bakunin believed that power would reside in a few and result in tyranny.99  In an 

exchange with Bakunin in 1874, Marx fails to answer Bakunin’s worries about 

tyranny after revolution.  At one point in the exchange, Bakunin says that anyone who 

believes that some of the former proletariats will not want power and control over the 

people simply does not understand human nature.100  

Scholars debate whether Marx was concerned with justice 

as his primary goal or whether freedom for all human beings was his first concern.101  

Regardless, it is safe to say that Marx was deeply concerned with the mental and 

                                                 
99 Mikhail Bakunin was a Russian revolutionary who published a book in 1873, Statehood and 
Anarchy.  He was a harsh critic of Marx and also was active in workers’ movements.  Marx read 
Bakunin’s book and wrote a rebuttal in 1874.  The Marx-Engels Reader, 542-548. 
100 Marx, Karl, “After the Revolution: Marx Debates Bakunin,” in The Marx-Engels Reader, 546. 
101 For example, Allen Buchanan claims that Marx holds that justice is the first virtue of society and 
that respect for individuals as right-holders is the first virtue of individuals (Marx and Justice, xiv). 
Ziyad Husami maintains that justice in the moral, not legal sense, is to be found in Marx and his 
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physical well being of all human beings.  He was concerned about poverty, whether it 

was absolute or relative physical deprivation or the mental poverty that resulted from 

lack of education and the drudgery of working long shifts in factories.  Poverty 

prevents human beings not only from reaching their potential as a species, but also 

from enjoying their life.  Since Marx rejected religion and believed that we are given 

one life to live, he would not accept that it had to be a life full of pain and suffering 

resulting from exploitation of the many by the few.  While Marx concentrates on the 

individual achieving happiness and self-fulfillment, his belief is that individuals can 

only be happy when they work for the good of the whole.  The seemingly inherent 

conflict between self-interest and the common good is eliminated once the social and 

economic forces have been changed to communism because these are the forces that 

shape human beings. 

Conclusion 

Hegel built on Locke’s description of a “culture of poverty”  

when he described the rabble that internalized certain attitudes and became 

completely alienated from society.  While he thought that laziness caused a few 

people to be poor; unlike Locke, he believed that unemployment was the chief cause 

of poverty.  As such, the problem of poverty was an inevitable by product of free 

market society.  Unfortunately, Hegel provided few answers that would help the 

rabble or the other poor people in society.  Void of solutions within the Hegelian 

                                                                                                                                           
critique of capitalism rests on a moral critique of injustice (“Marx on Distributive Justice,” 63).  Peter 
Singer says that “Marx was devoted to the cause of human freedom” and it was freedom that was his 
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state, poverty was incurable unless new colonies could be established outside the 

homeland.   

Marx, on the other hand, accepted the Herculean challenge of solving  

the problem of poverty through the careful study of philosophy, history, and 

economics.  He offers an alternative view of poverty as a product of factors and 

processes, which other philosophers, including Hegel for all his attention to the 

organic links within the whole of society, simply did not see.  Not only does he write 

about poverty as exploitation, he also writes about poverty as structure because of the 

institutional and structural elements of society that contribute to and cultivate its 

continuation and expansion.  For all of his many shortcomings, Marx’s work still 

challenges liberalism in important ways.  For example, some of his observations 

about the “industrial reserve army” that exists in capitalist societies still vex the 

United States today.  People who immigrate from poor countries and work for low 

wages form a valuable pool of workers who support the capitalist system but receive 

few benefits from it.  The “working poor” and not the stereotypical welfare recipient 

compose the largest number of poor people in America today.  Older workers just 

short of retirement are replaced by younger workers and thus forced to face 

unemployment during the latter years of their working life.  Most importantly, the 

gap between the rich and poor in America continues to grow.  Many poor people in 

the United States have neither sufficient means for subsistence nor access to health 

care.   

                                                                                                                                           
central concern (89-93).   
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Marx provided a convincing response to Adam Smith’s claims that  

relative poverty does not matter and that the problem of poverty in capitalist societies 

has been overstated.  Relative poverty does matter and it cannot be dismissed as 

easily as Smith claimed.  This is so because many of our needs and desires are of a 

social nature and we measure their personal satisfaction by society’s standards rather 

than abstract ones.  Finally, Marx supplies his readers with a sobering account of the 

physical and mental deprivation of women, men, and children who were victims of a 

system that not only ignored their needs, but profited from their misery.  Marx’s 

writings gain power from their polemical force that exposed and examined human 

suffering and the plight of poor people.   

The dialogue about poverty continues because political theorists such  

as John Rawls and Robert Nozick have attempted to answer some of the challenges 

put forth by Marx.  In the next chapter, we will investigate how Rawls and Nozick 

dealt with the problem of poverty and how well their answers may satisfy Marx’s 

critique of capitalism.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
MODERN LIBERALISM AND THE PROBLEM OF 

JUSTIFYING PUBLIC AID 
 
 

Introduction 
 
In chapter two, I explored the tensions that the problem of poverty exposes in 

classical liberalism.  Adherents had a firm commitment to private property and 

minimal government intervention as well as belief in democracy and moral equality.  

When people lacked subsistence or the ability to care for themselves, Locke and 

Tocqueville thought that government must act to promote their welfare or else violate 

God’s law to promote the preservation of humankind.  Thus God’s law or the 

fundamental law of nature, according to Locke, justified government intervention on 

behalf of the poor.  But what if theological or metaphysical considerations are taken 

out of the equation?  Can public support for the poor be morally justified?  If so, 

how?  This is the question that frames the discussion in this chapter.   

Two contemporary political philosophers, John Rawls and Robert  

Nozick provide accounts linked to the philosophy of John Locke and Immanuel Kant.  

Both appeal to Kant’s imperative to treat individuals as ends in themselves and not 

merely as means.  Rawls appeals to social contract theory as a justification for his 

theory of justice; Nozick uses Locke’s ideas about self-ownership and just acquisition 

in constructing his ideal state.  While they seek principles of justice that embody 

Kantian and Lockean principles, they arrive at quite different answers as to what 

constitutes a just distribution in the state.  As Michael Sandel has noted, they present 
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the clearest alternatives on the subject of distributive justice that the American 

political agenda has to offer (66).102   

Rawls represents one strand of modern liberalism that focuses on  

individual personal freedom with a plan for significantly reducing the problem of 

poverty in the democratic capitalist state.  He rejects Marxist ideas for the abolition of 

private property ownership because he believes that it is a necessary element for 

individual self-expression.  Like Rawls, Nozick is committed to promoting individual 

freedom and protecting private property.  He proposes a libertarian variety of 

liberalism.  Compulsory taxation for helping the poor, according to Nozick, violates 

personal freedom.  Thus it is morally wrong for governments to force individuals to 

pay for welfare programs to help the needy.  Unlike their liberal predecessors, neither 

author bases his justification for aid (or the denial of it) on theological or 

metaphysical claims.  Nor do they explore empirical evidence about the causes of 

poverty that might influence their theories for a just state.  Instead, Rawls and Nozick 

present their contrasting interpretations with the implications that commitments to 

Kantian and Lockean principles may have for society.   

John Rawls 

John’s Rawls’s A Theory of Justice (1971) has been one of the most influential 

contemporary works in political theory, at least in terms of the number of journal 

                                                 
102 Sandel, Michael, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice, 2nd edition (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998). 
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articles and books that have been published in response to it.103  Justice As Fairness 

(2001) provides a response to his critics and allows him to develop his original theory 

further.  He provides a political conception of justice that offers the framework for a 

liberal egalitarian society.  Rawls tries to answer the question, “How ought the 

political and social institutions of society be arranged to promote political and 

economic justice for all citizens, especially the least-advantaged members of 

society?”  Just as important to him is the question, “What morally justified procedure 

could be used to find these just conditions for society and form a basis for 

commitment in civil society?” 

Rawls’s answers are provocative but also ambiguous at times.  On the 

one hand, as I shall show, he presents ideas that would restructure society so that 

those who are least advantaged would have a fair chance to pursue their life plans 

with greater opportunities and security.  On the other hand, he seems to shy away 

from dealing with the problems of people who are the most disadvantaged in society, 

like those with severe physical or mental disabilities (Seung 38).104 

                                                 
103 Rawls, John, A Theory of Justice, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971).  All references to 
this work are from this edition and are referred to as TJ with the page number indicated. Some 
examples of responses to Rawls’s work are, Reading Rawls, ed. Norman Daniels (Stanford University 
Press, 1989) is a critical study of A Theory of Justice.  Brian Barry’s book, the Liberal Theory of 
Justice (Oxford University Press, 1973)also offers a critical examination of A Theory of Justice.  
Understanding Rawls (Princeton University Press, 1977) by Robert Wolff provides a reconstruction 
and critique of Rawls’s theory.  Nozick’s Anarchy, State and Utopia (New York: Basic Books, 1974) 
is partially directed at refuting Rawls’s difference principle.  Liberalism and the Limits of Justice by 
Sandel (Cambridge University Press, 1982,1998) is also an argument against Rawls’s Theory of 
Justice. 
104 Seung, T. K., Intuition and Construction: The Foundation of Normative Theory, (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1993). 

 119 



  Rawls uses a Kantian version of social contract theory to establish 

moral obligation on the basis of people being ends in themselves.  As such, human 

beings are entitled to equal consideration in virtue of their individual moral worth.  

Yet, the contract in Rawls’s account is neither tacit nor explicit but hypothetical.  

Free, equal, rational, and properly informed people make an agreement in the original 

position, a hypothetical situation, on the principles of political justice for society’s 

basic structure, i.e., the social and political institutions of society.  Included in the 

basic structure are the ideas of a political constitution, an independent judiciary, 

legally recognized forms of property ownership, the structure of the economy, and the 

family (JF 10).105  The society is democratic and the economic system is capitalist.  

Rawls makes it clear, however, that he does not want to merely recreate welfare state 

capitalism (JF 139).  He refers to the society as a property-owning democracy.  The 

basic structure makes cooperation possible, according to Rawls, by securing 

background justice for all citizens in society.   

In addition, Rawls thinks that liberal pluralism is compatible with  

“justice as fairness.”  In Political Liberalism (1993) he assumes that it is inevitable 

that many different religious, moral, and philosophical views are to be found in a 

liberal society.  A public conception of justice, according to Rawls, can be a unifying 

                                                 
105 Rawls, John, Justice as Fairness: A Restatement, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001). All 
references to this work are from this edition and are referred to as JF with the page number indicated. 
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feature of society (PL 11-15).106  He believes an overlapping consensus of justice 

exists in spite of people’s individual differences.  Most people share certain moral 

ideas, such as citizens being free and equal moral persons.  As a result, people with 

different ethical, religious, and philosophical views can endorse a public conception 

of justice if only for their individual reasons. Rawls’s basic belief is that free and 

equal persons have a capacity for reason and a sense of justice (JF 29).  This is what 

he calls the idea of “reasonable pluralism” (JF 92). 

  To reach a fair agreement in the original position, participants must not 

be influenced by their particular features or circumstances.  They must not have too 

much knowledge of the basic structure because that would distort their point of view.  

A “veil of ignorance” thus limits individuals’ information about his or her particular 

social position, race, ethnicity, sex, or native endowments, such as intelligence and 

strength.  Nor are people to know what their comprehensive doctrines are, i.e., their 

conceptions of what they value in human life such as their religious, moral, and 

political beliefs (JF 32).  Since no one knows what position he or she will occupy in 

society, asking people what is best for themselves also asks them to decide 

impartially what is best for everyone.  If I must decide from behind a veil of 

ignorance what is best for me, then I must also put myself in the shoes of other 

persons in society.  I must ask what promotes their good.  Self-interest must be 

combined with an awareness of benevolence because I must be able to 

                                                 
106 Rawls, John, Political Liberalism, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996).  All references to 
this work are from this edition and are referred to as PL with the page number indicated. 
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sympathetically identify with others.  To give others equal consideration, one should 

attempt to take an account of what would promote their good.  Since no one should be 

advantaged or disadvantaged by natural fortune or social circumstances in the choice 

of principles, the original position and the veil of ignorance makes it impossible to 

tailor principles to one’s own circumstances (TJ 15).  If the idea of the moral equality 

of all human beings is taken seriously, then the original position, when combined 

with the veil of ignorance will be, according to Rawls, a useful device for determining 

the content of a political conception of justice.   

The most fundamental idea of a political conception of justice,  

according to Rawls, is the idea of society as a fair system of social cooperation over 

time from one generation to the next (JF 4).107  To determine if the arrangement is 

just, Rawls asks what would be the outcome of a social contract made under his stated 

conditions.  He believes that justice as fairness is the best political conception to 

obtain that idea (JF 8).  The impartial agreement among free and equal citizens is 

made in view of what people regard as their reciprocal advantage or good (JF 15).  

Rawls wants to persuade us that two intuitively attractive principles of justice would 

be agreed to in the original position.  An arrangement is just if and only if it fulfills 

the following two principles: 
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a) Each person has the same indefeasible claim to a fully adequate scheme of 

equal basic liberties, which scheme is compatible with the same scheme of 

liberties for all; and 

b) Social and economic inequalities are to satisfy two conditions: first they 

are to be attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of 

fair equality of opportunity; and second, they are to be the greatest benefit 

of the least-advantaged members of society (the difference principle) (JF 

42-43). 

Principle (a), according to Rawls, is a constitutional essential. It applies primarily to 

the basic structure of society by securing equality in the assignment of basic rights 

and duties (JF 47).  This includes political liberties such as voting and running for 

political office, freedom of speech and assembly, liberty of conscience, freedom of 

thought, personal property ownership, freedom from arbitrary arrest and seizure, and 

the rule of law (JF 44).  Each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive 

basic liberty compatible with a similar liberty for others.  Rawls uses constitutional 

guarantees of rights and civil liberties in the first principle to make everybody alike 

and equal (Seung 36).  Principle (a) must be satisfied before principle (b).  Thus (a) 

has priority over (b).  This means that any departure from principle (a) may not be 

justified or compensated for by greater social and economic advantages in principle 

(b) (TJ 61).108   
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  Principle (b) is more complicated because it really contains two 

components.  First is the idea of fair equality of opportunity.  I shall refer to this as 

the opportunity principle.  Second, is the idea that social and economic inequalities 

are to be to the greatest benefit of the least-advantaged members of society.  This is 

called the difference principle.  The opportunity principle has priority over the 

difference principle.  Thus fair equality of opportunity must be fully satisfied, 

according to Rawls, before applying the difference principle.   

Rawls admits that the meaning of fair equality of opportunity is an  

unclear and difficult idea to explain.  He says that it is necessary to try to correct the 

defect of the system of natural liberty (JF 43).  A system that is formally open to all 

people based on their talents and abilities is a system of natural liberty.  Fair equality 

of opportunity means liberal equality for Rawls.  Individuals, who have the same 

levels of talent and abilities with the same motivation and willingness to use them, 

should have similar prospects for success in pursuing their life plans regardless of 

what social class they are born into.  Also, people who are similarly gifted and 

motivated should have roughly equal opportunities to influence government policies 

irrespective of their economic or social class (JF 46).  Instead of a procedural 

statement of equal opportunity, Rawls wants to adjust the long-run trend of economic 

forces to preclude excessive concentrations of property and wealth among certain 

individuals in society.  He aims to equalize the influence that people may exert on 

politicians and policies.  In addition, Rawls wants to broaden educational and career 

opportunities and choices for citizens.  All people, according to Rawls, should have 
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equal opportunities for education regardless of family income.  This is one of the 

most important requirements to ensure application of the opportunity principle (JF 

44, TJ 101, 107).    

  The difference principle applies to the basic structure of society.  

Parties in the original position are forced to think about the worst outcomes and what 

individuals’ fundamental interests would be in that situation (JF 99).  Rawls says that 

no rational person would be willing to risk ending up as one of the least advantaged 

without having an agreement to ensure that she would be better off than in any other 

agreement (JF 60).  The difference principle, he believes, fulfills that requirement 

because it calls for the maximization of the distributive shares for the least 

advantaged in society.  He says that the difference principle provides for the best 

worst outcome or a “guaranteeable level.” (JF 98).  This is also called the maximin 

rule because individuals in the original position would want to adopt the principle 

whose worst outcome is better than the worst outcomes of other alternatives.  Rawls 

explains the difference principle in the following way, 

. . .the difference principle requires that however great the inequalities in 

wealth and income may be, and however willing people are to work to earn 

their greater shares of output, existing inequalities must contribute effectively 

to the benefit of the least advantaged.  Otherwise the inequalities are not 

permissible.  The general level of wealth in society, including the well being 

of the least advantaged, depends on people’s decisions as to how to lead their 

lives.  The priority of liberty means that we cannot be forced to engage in 
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work that is highly productive in terms of material goods.  What kind of work 

people do, and how hard they do it, is up to them to decide in light of the 

various incentives society offers.  What the difference principle requires, then, 

is that however great the general level of wealth—whether high or low—the 

existing inequalities are to fulfill the condition of benefiting others as well as 

us.  This condition brings out that even if it uses the idea of maximizing the 

expectation of the least advantaged, the difference principle is essentially a 

principle of reciprocity (JF 64). 

  Rawls explores the idea of a social minimum that would be 

constitutionally protected (JF 48).  A social minimum is a level of material well being 

that no member of society should be allowed to fall below.  In Theory of Justice, he 

provides two reasons for his rejection of the idea of a social minimum (TJ 316-317).  

First, there are too many variables and changing circumstances to determine what the 

social minimum should be.  As Seung points out, this is the argument from 

indeterminacy (28).  The second argument is that the idea of an appropriate social 

minimum is so indeterminate that in actuality it would turn out to be the same as the 

solution that the difference principle provides (TJ 317).  Thus Rawls provides an 

argument from equivalence (Seung 28).  These two arguments are incompatible 

because if the idea of a social minimum is unachievable because it is indeterminate, 

then it cannot be equivalent to the difference principle (Seung 28).  In Justice as 

Fairness, Rawls still rejects the social minimum as the only guarantee for the least 

 126 



advantaged but for different reasons.109  Since the original agreement is made in good 

faith, he wants to ensure that the strains of commitment are not so great as to weaken 

individuals’ resolve to honor it.  He asks, what is the lowest minimum necessary to 

assure that the strains of commitment are not too great?  If the social minimum is 

inadequate, people may withdraw from political society and become cynical about 

any conception of justice.  More threatening to society is when poor people become 

bitter and feel oppressed.  The least advantaged will view society’s conception of 

justice as a hollow statement and may take violent actions to protest against their 

situation.  To avoid either of these scenarios, he thinks that the difference principal 

should meet the basic human needs essential for a decent life and presumably more 

(JF 130).  He says, 

The idea is that in virtue of our humanity—our common human needs— 

everyone is owed at least that much; and this is not merely on the grounds that 

it is politically prudent to eliminate the causes of unrest.  It is claimed, though, 

that the argument from the strains of commitment requires no more than this 

(JF 128-129). 

Rawls questions whether establishing a social minimum as a guarantee that no one’s 

situation will be miserable is adequate to ensure that poor people will feel that they 

are a part of political society.  He wants the idea of justice to have meaning for the 

                                                 
109 Rawls cites Jeremy Waldron’s article “John Rawls and the Social Minimum,” Journal of Applied 
Philosophy 3 (1986): 21-33, for making him rethink his original reasons for rejecting the social 
minimum in Theory of Justice.  Rawls says that he accepts Waldron’s formulation of the social 
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least advantaged so that they will view political society as being significant to their 

lives.  He concludes that while a social minimum alone may indeed be adequate to 

prevent revolution, it is inadequate to prevent the poor from becoming cynical and 

withdrawing from political society.  A social minimum may be adequate for a 

capitalist welfare state but not for a property-owning democracy in which the 

principles of justice as fairness could be realized (JF 130).  So while Rawls says that 

a social minimum should be constitutionally guaranteed to ensure that at a minimum 

everyone has his or her basic needs covered, he believes that it alone is inadequate 

(JF 162).   

  To answer the question, “Who is the least advantaged in society?” 

Rawls introduces the idea of primary goods.  These are the social conditions and the 

means necessary to allow citizens to develop as free and equal110 persons who pursue 

their conception of what is a good life for them.  Rawls lists the following kinds of 

primary goods: 

1) The basic rights and liberties: freedom of thought and liberty of 

conscience, etc.   

2) Freedom of movement and free choice of occupation with diverse 

opportunities, which allows the pursuit of a variety of ends and gives 

effect to decisions to revise and change them. 

                                                                                                                                           
minimum as “. . . a distinct idea of the minimum as that of meeting the basic human needs essential for 
a decent life.” (JF 127n47). 
110 By “equal” Rawls means equal political rights, i.e. basic liberties guaranteed by laws. 
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3) Powers and prerogatives of offices and positions of authority and 

responsibility. 

4) Income and wealth, understood as all-purpose means (having an 

exchange value) generally needed to achieve a wide range of ends 

whatever they may be. 

5) The social basis of self-respect, understood as those aspects of basic 

institutions normally essential if citizens are to have a lively sense of 

their worth as person and to be able to advance their ends with self-

confidence (JF 58-59). 

The two principles of justice will force a government to look at the basic structure to 

see how it regulates citizens’ shares of primary goods.  Since equal basic rights, 

liberties and opportunities will be secured constitutionally, the least advantaged are 

those who belong to the income class with the lowest expectations (JF 59).  Rather 

than identifying qualities or features, such as race, gender, or social class, Rawls 

chooses to identify the least advantaged solely by their income and wealth.  The 

difference principle as a principle of distributive justice, according to Rawls, will not 

require continual economic growth over generations to maximize upward the income 

and wealth of the least advantaged.  In economic downturns, the expectations of all 

citizens will be less (JF 63-64).  

  Rawls says that self-respect is the most important primary good (TJ 

440).  What does he mean by self-respect?  First, according to him, it includes a 

person’s sense of his or her own value.  Second, it means that the individual must 
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have the secure conviction that his or her conception of his or her own good and his 

or her plan of life, is worth carrying out so far as it is within one’s power to fulfill 

their intentions.  If an individual feels that his or her life plan is of little or no value, 

then it is difficult for that individual to pursue it or to take any satisfaction in 

accomplishing things contributing to the plan.  As human beings, according to Rawls, 

we want recognition by others that our lives are worthwhile and that our deeds are 

appreciated (TJ 440).  He believes that a political society based on justice as fairness 

is good for citizens because it secures mutual self-respect among its citizens.  Equal 

basic rights, fair equality of opportunity, and the difference principle guarantee the 

essentials of an individual’s public recognition as a free and equal citizen.  Thus 

political society upholds the fundamental needs of citizens (PL, 203). 

  Having defined what Rawls means by self-respect as a primary good, 

two questions must be answered.  First, “Why is it government’s role to secure self-

respect among its citizens?”  Second, “How can government accomplish this goal?”  

He provides two answers to these questions.  First if there is mutual self-respect 

among citizens, it will enhance cooperation in society (TJ 178).  Rawls believes that 

the public recognition of the two principles of justice give greater support to men’s 

self-respect and in turn increases the possibilities for social cooperation.  Since self-

esteem to some degree depends on the respect of others, Rawls argues that self-

respect is a reciprocal relationship that promotes the mutual interests of all in society.  

By arranging inequalities for reciprocal advantage and by avoiding the exploitation of 

the contingencies of nature and social circumstances, individuals are allowed to 
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express their respect for each other in the constitution of their society.  It is a rational 

process to ensure not only their individual self-esteem, but also that of their fellow 

citizens (TJ 179)   

Second, he believes that lack of self-respect among citizens leads to  

envy, which can be destructive to society (TJ 534-535).  Rawls assumes that the main 

psychological root of envy lies in a lack of self-confidence in our own worth 

combined with a sense of inadequacy (TJ 535).  As a result, he argues that the least 

favored in society tend to be more envious of the better situated when they are 

lacking self-respect.  Rawls lists three conditions that promote envy: 

1) The psychological condition where one lacks self-respect and has a sense 

of hopelessness about improving his or her situation (TJ 535). 

2) The social structure and style of life in one’s society reinforces the above 

psychological condition, which results in painful and humiliating 

experiences for the least favored in society (TJ 535). 

3) The least-favored do not see any positive alternatives to opposing the 

favored circumstances of the more advantaged.  As a result, they want to 

impose a loss on those better-situated individuals even if it comes at some 

cost to them.  Some will merely accept their situation and become cynical 

and apathetic (TJ 536). 

Society should be organized in a way to reduce these conditions because envy leads 

to jealousy, resentment, and spite among all members of society.  Rawls admits that 

envy is endemic to human beings since it is associated with rivalry.  Thus it will 
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always exist among humanity.  His goal is to reduce the amount of envy so that 

cooperation and political justice will flourish (TJ 537-538).  The way that a society is 

organized directly affects the opportunities for its citizens to have self-respect.  Since 

self-respect promotes cooperation, reduces envy, and helps to ensure a more stable 

body politic, Rawls believes that governments should promote it as a good in society 

by applying his two principles of justice to society’s basic structure.  He says that 

individual needs for status will be satisfied by the public recognition of just 

institutions along with equal liberty.  The basis of self-esteem cannot be equated with 

an equal distribution of goods or wealth.  Instead, it relies on an equal distribution of 

fundamental rights and liberties that promote self-respect among citizens (TJ 544). 

Rawls’s account of self-respect relies partially on the premise that  

human beings need the approval of others to obtain self-respect.  Moreover, others 

must acknowledge and appreciate an individual’s accomplishments or choice of work 

as being worthy.  This aspect of Rawls definition of self-respect is problematic.  

There are many examples in history of individuals who far from receiving approval 

and appreciation from others, suffered because their personal integrity went against 

the norms of their society.  For example, the abolitionists, women suffragettes, or 

animal rights activists have all been ridiculed and marginalized in society.  Did these 

individuals lose their self-respect?  On the contrary, one may think that they had a 

strong sense of self-respect because they acted on their moral convictions.  Thus 

approval and appreciation of others is not a necessary condition for self-respect.  On 

the contrary, seeking the approval and appreciation of others who are immoral (e.g. 
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Nazis who want to murder Jews) works against the notion of self-respect.  Of course 

Rawls is offering a political conception of self-respect, but as shown by the examples, 

the two are often intertwined.  If approval and appreciation from others is a necessary 

condition for self-respect, then we can easily see why Rawls believes that self-respect 

will enhance social cooperation and lessen envy.  That misses the point, however, 

because when Rawls lists the primary goods for citizens, he has chosen a moral point 

of view that is bound to a specific culture.111  If he relies in part on the approval of 

others as one of the benchmarks for individuals to obtain self-respect, how can 

individuals who provide different moral points of view from the prevailing norms of 

society obtain it?  Since one of Rawls’s goals is to ensure that society allows for 

personal autonomy and the objectivity of individuals’ judgments of right and justice, 

it is puzzling that his explanation of self-respect is somewhat other-regarding and not 

a function of individual moral autonomy (TJ 513).   

That being said, one can say that having self-respect is a good, and that  

how others treat us does matter.  Government can and should promote self-respect 

among its citizens by protecting human dignity.  Those who are the least advantaged 

in society should not have to sacrifice dignity to receive help from society.  When 

individuals seeking financial assistance are treated like people lost in a Kafka script, 

their sense of self-respect suffers because they are no longer being treated as ends in 

                                                 
111This is not the only area that becomes entangled with cultural relativism.  As Seung points out,  
“Rawls’s entire program becomes enchained to cultural relativism” (44). 
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themselves.112  Rawls is correct that self-respect would enhance social cooperation 

and lessen envy among citizens.  Thus one can accept that self-respect is rightfully 

placed as a primary good for all citizens in society. 

Rawls wants to go beyond the primary goods, however, because what  

he proposes is to use the differences among human beings to benefit all of society, 

especially the least advantaged.  He aims for all to have some chance at fulfilling their 

goals in life.  Native endowments such as intelligence and imagination as well as 

good or ill fortune throughout the course of one’s life are included in Rawl’s 

calculations for a just society (JF 40).  Native endowment or ill fortune are morally 

arbitrary.  For example, people cannot be held morally responsible for the lack of 

native intelligence, but only how they may develop it throughout a lifetime.  The 

difference principle aims to even out these inequalities.  Those individuals who are 

born with greater natural endowments do not deserve to have a greater advantage in 

society.  Rawls is convinced that “Those better circumstanced are willing to have 

their greater advantages only under a scheme in which this works out for the benefit 

of the less fortunate.” (TJ 105)  Of course one could say that it is morally arbitrary to 

ask those with greater endowments to sacrifice for those who have less.  The problem 

is that we know that people are neither free nor equal naturally (Seung 39).  Thus 

Rawls appeals to social contract theory, but it is not clear that the contract is strong 

                                                 
112 Jonathan Kozel’s descriptions of the bottomless bureaucratic trap that the homeless in America fall 
into provides an account of the indignity and shame that people may have to endure while trying to 
survive.  See Rachel and Her Children: Homeless Families in America (New York: Facett Columbine, 
1988). 
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enough to bind citizens together in a society dedicated to applying the difference 

principle.  

  Surely, certain social and natural goods are morally arbitrary.  The 

problem is how to distinguish those arbitrary qualities that affect our lives from the 

choices that we make.  It seems intuitively clear that we do want people to be 

responsible for their actions.  At the same time, it is clear that people are not 

responsible for being born with disabilities, being born into dysfunctional families or 

having no family at all.  Yet, what is not clear is how we separate the two and Rawls 

does not attempt to do so.  In his scenario, the least advantaged who were born with 

chronic health problems are not compensated for those health problems.  Rather, they 

may expect the same income as someone who was born with good health but merely 

lacks ambition to develop his or her skills or contribute to the common good on the 

level that he or she is able to.  Granted, the latter individual will have less material 

goods than she could have if she was willing to earn them (Kymlicka, 71-73)113.   

There is also another side to this problem.  What if someone is born  

with extraordinary talent, intelligence, and a good family, but she makes the decision 

not to work.  Instead she watches television and does nothing productive.  She is 

guaranteed the same standard of living as one who has none of her advantages.  

Contrary to seeming either just or fair, this appears to be patently unfair.  It is these 

types of cases that make it difficult to draw a clear line between endowments and 

choices (Kymlicka, 73-74).  This problem plagued the American welfare system.  On 
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the one hand, some of the recipients are truly needy and the welfare benefits barely 

cover their basic expenses.  Some may argue that it would be just for society to do 

more to help these individuals.  On the other hand, we can assume that some of the 

recipients make bad decisions.  Their receiving welfare has nothing to do with lack of 

natural endowments but more to do with bad decision-making.  But, how do we put 

moral blame on those who make bad decisions?  While those who make bad life 

decisions may appear to have sufficient talent and intelligence to cause one to think 

that they could be productive in a competitive market, perhaps they lack other skills 

necessary to do so.  The idea of deserving and undeserving seems to lead down a 

morally fuzzy path that illustrates the complexity of attempting to solve the problem 

of poverty in liberal democracies.  How do we define fairness for those who need 

help from others and for those who supply the help? 

This goes to the heart of one of the most problematic features of  

Rawls’s theory.  Earlier, we saw that he rejects the idea of a social minimum as the 

sole safety net for the poor in society because he believes that the strains of 

commitment would be too great for the poor.  In fact, the option for a social minimum 

is not an option for consideration in the original position.  By asking us to imagine the 

worst-case scenario in the original position through a veil of ignorance, he is 

convinced that all would agree to his two principles of justice.  As Seung points out, 

this amounts to a scare tactic to support his two principles of justice (13).  What is not 

clear, however, is why the strains of commitment would not be too great for those 

                                                                                                                                           
113 Kymlicka, Will,  Contemporary Political Philosophy, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990)  
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who are advantaged with greater native endowments and social positions.  Rawls’s 

moral psychology seems to dwell solely on those who are least advantaged.  He does 

not take into consideration that the same feelings of envy and resentment may arise 

among those who are advantaged with native endowments and social positions in 

society.  If we take seriously the worries about the strain of commitment after the 

contract has been agreed to, we must take it seriously for all parties in society and not 

just the least-advantaged.  What is the motive for compliance once individuals leave 

the original position and the veil of ignorance is removed?  Rawls relies on a sense of 

justice or a sense of fairness in all individuals that will trump the self-interested 

desires of those who are advantaged.  Enlightened self-interest will be the motive for 

all citizens to aim for fairness as found in the two principles of justice. 

  Rawls also fails to answer Marx’s critique of liberal capitalism.114  As 

we saw in the last chapter, Marx is concerned with the ownership of the means of 

production more than primary goods or with the even distribution of those goods.  

Marx believes that the structure of capitalist production is the root of the problem and 

thus equality can be achieved only when the proletariat is in charge of the means of 

production.  In Justice as Fairness, Rawls says that the idea of worker-managed firms 

is fully compatible with a property-owning democracy (178).  He believes that the 

two principles of justice can be satisfied under a regime with private ownership of the 

means of production.  If a liberal socialist regime can do better in realizing the two 
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principles, then Rawls says that a case may be made for it from the standpoint of 

justice as fairness.  That begs the question because it is unlikely that Marx would 

accept that the two principles of justice would solve the structural and exploitative 

factors that contribute to the problem of poverty.  After all, the difference principle 

can justify even gross inequalities as long as they are necessary for incentive and 

inducement.  Thus all of society benefits from these inequalities.  In other words, 

without some incentive, the base payment for all would be lowered (Seung 38).  The 

problem is that Rawls seems not to take seriously the effect of economic inequalities 

on the political system or on political liberties.115 

  What Rawls does take seriously is that people have rights to certain 

primary goods.  As Frank Michelman points out, justice as fairness does provide an 

adequate legal framework for welfare rights.116  He says, “Thus the difference 

principle implies welfare rights in the elusive form of whatever is necessary to 

prevent the undermining of self-respect by relative deprivation.”(346).  Further, 

Michelman views the idea of the social minimum as an institutional feature linked 

specifically to the difference principle.  He concludes that the entire theory reflects “a 

degree of risk aversion” which forces individuals in the original position to choose 

priorities that assure people that they will have their needs met.  Most importantly, 

                                                                                                                                           
114 Allan Bloom claims that not only does Rawls not address Marxist concerns in A Theory of Justice, 
but he also ignores issues raised by Nietzsche.  “Justice: John Rawls Vs. The Tradition of Political 
Philosophy” The American Political Science Review, V 69, I 2 (June 1975) 648. 
115 Daniels, Norman. “Equal Liberty and Unequal Worth of Liberty” in Reading Rawls (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1989) 253-281. 
116 Michelman, Frank, “Constitutional Welfare Rights and A Theory of Justice,” in Reading Rawls 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1989) 319-347. 
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they will be able to maintain their self-respect (Michelman 347).  Rawls agrees with 

Michelman that a social minimum covering basic needs should be a constitutional 

requirement (JF 162).   The difference principle, however, should not be included in 

the constitution since he believes that its interpretation by the Courts would be 

extremely difficult.  Rawls raises the possibility that it could be included in a 

preamble and treated as a political aspiration without legal force (JF 162).   

  At the beginning of Justice as Fairness, Rawls states that his work is 

“ideal theory” (JF 13).  The normative concern is that the real world deviates in many 

ways from the conditions Rawls believes exist in a just, well-ordered society.  So if 

we must accept the “ideal”, what does Rawls contribute to solving the problem of 

poverty when the social forces and justice that he describes seem to be sorely lacking 

in the real world?  For example, in Political Liberalism, Rawls argues that people in 

contemporary democracies have what he calls “fully comprehensive doctrines” 

(FCDs).  A FCD includes “conceptions of what is of value in human life, and ideals 

of personal character, as well as ideal of friendship and of familiar and associational 

relationships, and much else that is to inform our conduct, and in the limit our life as 

a whole.” (PL 13)  The problem is that few, if anyone in contemporary democracies 

have these FCDs.  In fact, A.P. Martinich questions whether many people ever had 

them.117  Martinich argues convincingly “that most people, including most reflective, 

educated people, operate with a poorly articulated, incomplete, highly contextualized, 

                                                 
117 Martinich, A.P., “Religion, Fanaticism, and Liberalism,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 81 (2000) 
409-425. 
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dynamic, and often inconsistent set of maxims (423).  This being said, one will 

question Rawls’s premise that an overlapping consensus of justice exists in spite of 

people’s individual differences (PL 11-15), or what he later calls the idea of 

“reasonable pluralism” (JF 92).  This is a significant point because it not only brings 

into question the helpfulness that ideal theory might bring to the problem of poverty 

in liberal democracies, but it also goes to the heart of the strains of commitment 

questions raised earlier.  Rawls is not unaware of the problem of poverty in America.  

On the back cover of his latest publication, Justice as Fairness, Erin Kelly writes the 

following:   

Rawls is well aware that since the publication of A Theory of Justice in 1971,  

American society has moved farther away from the idea of justice as fairness.  

Yet his ideas retain their power and relevance to debates in a pluralistic 

society about the meaning and theoretical viability of liberalism.  This book 

demonstrates that moral clarity can be achieved even when a collective 

commitment to justice is uncertain.  

It is not clear, however, that moral clarity is achieved since Rawls’s project hinges on 

the contract and subsequent commitment made by citizens to the two principles under 

the veil of ignorance in the original position.  Given that citizens make decisions 

based on their aversion to risk-taking, would that commitment be strong enough to 

last once the veil is lifted?  Is there a shared sense of justice that would sustain the 

commitment to the difference principle?  It appears that the social contract move that 
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Rawls makes to justify the obligation that we have to those who are less advantaged 

is weak at best.   

  Another thorny issue that Rawls fails to deal with adequately is the 

problem of incentive.  For example, in a Rawlsian world where one is constitutionally 

guaranteed a social minimum along with more beyond that because of the rule of 

maximin, what incentive does one have to work?  Rawls uses an example of someone 

who has lots of talent but chooses to be a surfer (179).  The surfer’s life is one of 

leisure yet he still benefits from others’ hard work in society.  Rawls simply states 

that he must somehow support himself and that hours for leisure should be included 

in the index.  He states that the issues involved are complicated and cannot be 

discussed (JF 170).  The problem of what incentive people will have to work is 

simply not addressed to any satisfactory degree by Rawls.  Of course, he would say 

that since society will be a property-owning democracy, most people would want to 

work because increased productivity will benefit them personally as well as the rest 

of society.  In welfare state capitalism, the issue of incentive has been one of the most 

debated points and it played a prominent role in the welfare reform legislation.  It 

seems that it is incumbent upon Rawls to address this issue since he is going beyond 

welfare state capitalism and he cannot be unaware of the significant role that the issue 

of incentive has played in contemporary debates. 

  What Rawls does accomplish, however, is significant.  He forces one 

to confront the fact that many of the reasons that people find themselves in poverty 

have nothing to do with the idea that they somehow deserve to be poor.  Unlike 
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Locke and Tocqueville, Rawls harkens back to Plato and Aristotle’s 

acknowledgement of bad fortune and other morally arbitrary factors that affect one’s 

place in society.  His theory highlights the complexity of the problem and the lack of 

easy solutions.  Significant social and economic inequalities, according to him, matter 

for three main reasons.  First, it is wrong that some or most people in a society have 

more than they need while others do not have enough food or adequate medical care 

(JF 130).  Second, political power concentrated among the wealthy part of society 

leads to the domination of the poor (JF 130-131).  Third, the poor are viewed both by 

themselves and others as inferior in society (JF 131).  Government has a role to play 

in addressing the problem of poverty.  Without government intervention, according to 

Rawls, there is no chance that the plight of the poor will become easier or that justice 

will be achieved in a liberal capitalist democracy. In contrast to Rawls, Robert Nozick 

thinks that the primary concern for political philosophers should be about justice for 

the individual.  Not surprisingly, he rejects Rawls’s preoccupation with the welfare of 

the least-advantaged.  The Rawlsian idea of justice as fairness, according to Nozick, 

is grossly unjust. 

Robert Nozick 

In Anarchy, State and Utopia (1974), Robert Nozick restates John Locke’s theories of 

the state, justice, and private property.118  He begins from the individualistic position 

that there is no true political entity other than individuals and that only individuals 

have rights (Nozick 32-33).  He relies on a Kantian view of rights because he 
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connects respecting private property ownership rights with respecting individuals as 

ends in themselves (Nozick 30-33).119  Nozick presents a defense of private property, 

accumulation, and social and political inequalities, not as things that are good in 

themselves, but as things which can be removed only by violating the rights of 

individuals.  He uses Locke to explain the principle of acquisition and the idea of self-

ownership.  In the end, Nozick argues for a minimal state.  “At no point does our 

argument assume any background institutions more extensive than those of the 

minimal night-watchman state, a state limited to protecting persons against murder, 

assault, theft, fraud, and so forth.” (Nozick 162).  Not only are there no provisions for 

equality of opportunity, but also the poor are left to fend for themselves because any 

government taxation or coercion to help them is unjust and amounts to theft.   

As I will show, Nozick’s use of both Locke and Kant is problematic.   

In the case of Locke, Nozick uses a secularized version Locke’s political philosophy 

to help justify his minimalist state.  Yet this interpretation fails because it is one that 

Locke himself would not recognize because ultimately Locke appeals to God’s laws 

to justify aid for the poor.  In the same way, Nozick applies the Kantian precept of 

treating people as ends in themselves to expose the injustice of government taxation 

to aid the poor.  As I will show, Nozick’s use of Kant’s words may be contrary to 

what Kant himself said.  Providing public aid to the less fortunate, according to Kant, 

                                                                                                                                           
118 Nozick, Robert, Anarchy, State, and Utopia, (New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1974). 
119Kant’s categorical imperative states that one should “So act that you use humanity, whether in your 
own person or in the person of any other, always at the same time as an end, and never merely as a 
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was government’s responsibility.  Moreover, he did not consider public aid to be 

charity, but a duty.  To understand the implications of Nozick’s theory for the poor in 

society, one must first investigate his theories of entitlement and self-ownership.  

Entitlement theory, according to Nozick, explains how a just  

distribution of goods in society takes place.  In brief, if we assume that all persons are 

entitled to their possessions they currently own, then a just distribution is one of free 

exchange (Nozick 151).  His theory has three categories to identify just ownership. 

1) The original acquisition of holdings or what he sometimes calls the 

principle of justice in acquisition (Nozick 150).  A) What one produces 

belongs to one unless one freely sells, abandons, or gives it away. B) 

What one finds belongs to one as long as it does not belong to anyone 

else and one intentionally takes control of it.  This principle and 

principle two may be subject to the Lockean Proviso, which is stated by 

Locke in the Second Treatise as follows:  “For this Labour being the 

unquestionable Property of the Labourer, no Man but he can have a right 

to what that is once joined to, at least where there is enough and as good 

left in common for others.” (ST 27)   

2) The just transfer of holdings specifies the processes by which individual 

entitlements may be legitimately transferred to another (Nozick 150).  

What one transfers to another individual belongs to that individual, 

                                                                                                                                           
means.” (4:429)  Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, trans, Mary Gregor (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 1997) 38. 
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provided that the initial acquisition was consistent with the first 

principle. 

3) The principle of rectification identifies a procedure by which the effects 

of past injustices may be corrected.  Thus if principle one and/or two 

have been violated, then an injustice has occurred.  Rectification means 

making an injustice right (Nozick 152-153). 

Locke’s notion of property ownership roughly states that mixing one’s labor with 

something makes one the owner of it (ST 27).  Michael Davis provides an 

interpretation of Locke’s definition of acquisition in the following way: 

Definition of “Produce” and “Find”: (a) You produce an object if you make it 

what it is by physically changing the material of which it is made. (b) You 

produce an intangible insofar as what you do adds to the value of an already 

existing object without physically changing it. And (c) you find an object 

insofar as you take control of it without taking the object from another, 

physically changing it, or increasing its value (578).120 

Nozick tells us how to understand what Locke means: “ . . .laboring on something 

improves it and makes it more valuable; and anyone is entitled to own a thing whose 

value he has created.” (175)  Historically, this is problematic since force is often 

involved in original acquisition of natural resources.  So if a plot of land is taken by 

force from P by Q and if Q has mixed his labor with the land to improve it, does this 

                                                 
120 Davis, Michael, “Nozick’s Argument for the Legitimacy of the Welfare State,” in Ethics, V. 97, No. 
3, (April, 1987) pp. 576-594. 
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mean that Q’s acquisition is legitimate or illegitimate?  Either way, it does not matter, 

because if it is legitimate, then the government or someone else could also use force 

to take it away from Q and redistribute it.  If it is illegitimate, then the government or 

someone else could take the land from Q and redistribute it (Cohen 253-254).121   

  Nozick says that taking something by force makes the transaction 

illegitimate (230-231).  As a result, his principle of rectification kicks in and the land 

should be returned to P, its legitimate owner.  The simple case of P and Q, however, 

does not illustrate the inherent, if not impossible difficulties in trying to decide who 

the rightful owner is in many cases.  Numerous examples come to mind, including the 

land used by Native Americans in North America that was appropriated by the 

settlers.  In fact, an argument could be made that Nozick’s view supports returning 

much of New England to the Native Americans whose land was taken away (Lyons 

1988).122  How does one even start to trace original acquisition?  Nozick asks a 

similar question: “How far back must one go in wiping clean the historical slate of 

injustices?” (152) He answers this question by saying that one should use history to 

unravel the actual course of events until one can make a “best estimate” of the 

information about what might have occurred (Nozick 152).  He says that the principle 

of rectification may cause a one-time redistribution of resources to wipe the slate 

clean.  After that, however, his principles of entitlement would hold (Nozick 153).   

                                                 
121 Cohen, G.A., History, Labour, and Freedom: Themes from Marx, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1988) 
122 Lyons, D., “The New Indian Claims and Original Rights to Land” in Reading Nozick, ed. Paul, J    
(Totowas, NJ: Rowman and Littlefield, 1981). 
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Thus far all that has been covered is real property.  What about natural  

talent, which cannot be separated from the person who possesses it?  Of course we 

may contract to sell our services, and that may in turn be described as property.  The 

principle of self-ownership, according to Nozick, means that whatever natural talents 

one may be born with belong to that individual alone.  He uses the Wilt Chamberlain 

example to make this point (Nozick 160-164).  No matter how much profit 

Chamberlain may make from charging people an extra twenty-five cents to watch him 

play basketball, it is unjust for government to tax him to compensate others for their 

needs.  He derives this claim from Locke’s idea that persons have property in their 

own person.  It is worth looking at Locke’s own words on this point: 

Though the Earth, and all inferior Creatures be common to all Men, yet every 

Man has a Property in his own Person.  This no Body has any Right to but 

himself.  The Labour of his body, and the Work of his Hands, we may say, are 

properly his. Whatsoever then removes out of the State that Nature hath 

provided and left it in, he hath mixed his Labour with, and joined to it 

something that is his own, and thereby makes it his Property.  It being by him 

removed from the common state Nature placed it in, it hath by this labour 

something annexed to it, that excludes the common right of other Men.  For 

this Labour being the unquestionable Property of the Labourer, no Man but he 

can have a right to what that is once joined to, at least where there is enough 

and as good left in common for others (ST 27) 
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From the above statement, Nozick concludes that Locke meant that “. . .each person 

has a right to decide what would become of himself and what he would do, and as 

having a right to reap the benefits of what he did.” (171).  It also provides a 

justification for the right to the market value of our holding.  Thus, if I justly own A, 

e.g., my natural talents, then I have a right to the market value of my holdings under a 

Lockean theory of ownership. And it necessarily follows that I own what anyone will 

voluntarily pay me for A (Nozick 222).  Unlike Rawls, Nozick does not want to 

consider natural endowments, moral merit, or needs in his principle of distributive 

justice.  “Whether or not people’s natural assets are arbitrary from a moral point of 

view, they are entitled to them, and to what flows from them.”(Nozick 226).   

Nozick ties his interpretation of Locke’s self-ownership with the  

Kantian precept of treating people as ends in themselves because self-ownership 

protects individuals from being used as means to others’ ends.  Theories of justice 

that focus solely on recipients and their supposed rights, according to him, ignore 

those who give and transfer their rights.  Thus recipient oriented theories also ignore 

those who are producing wealth and their entitlement to that wealth (Nozick 168).  

Nozick concludes that taxation on people’s earning from their labor is one kind of 

forced labor (169).  After all, no one would force unemployed hippies to work to 

benefit the poor.  If this would be illegitimate, then it follows that a tax system that 

takes some of a man’s goods for the needy would also be illegitimate (Nozick 170).  

He connects these ideas to Kant in the following passage: 
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Why not, similarly hold that some persons have to bear some costs that benefit 

other persons more, for the sake of the overall social good?  But there is no 

social entity with a good that undergoes some sacrifice for its own good.  

There are only individual people, different individual people, with their own 

individual lives.  Using one of these people for the benefit of others, uses him 

and benefits the others. Nothing more.  What happens is that something is 

done to him for the sake of others covers this up.  (Intentionally?) To use a 

person in this way does not sufficiently respect and take account of the fact 

that he is a separate person and his is the only life he has.  He does not get 

some overbalancing good from his overall sacrifice, and no one is entitled to 

force this upon him—least of all a state or government that claims his 

allegiance (as other individuals do not) and that therefore scrupulously must 

be neutral between its citizens (Nozick 32-33) 

Nozick suggests that if we do not accept his position, then Kant’s categorical 

imperative should be changed to state, “So act as to minimize the use of humanity 

simply as a means.” (32). 

This is a problematic move for Nozick to make because of Kant’s  

views on how society ought to deal with the problem of poverty.  In The Metaphysics 

of Morals, Kant addresses this question directly.  It is worth looking at Kant’s 

justification for why government and the wealthy are responsible to provide for the 

needs of the poor. 
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The general will of the people has united itself into a society which is to 

maintain itself perpetually; and for this end it has submitted itself to the 

internal authority of the state in order to maintain those members of the 

society who are unable to maintain themselves.  For reasons of state the 

government is therefore authorized to constrain the wealthy to provide the 

means of sustenance to those who are unable to provide for even their most 

necessary natural needs.  The wealthy have acquired an obligation to the 

commonwealth, since they owe their existence to an act of submitting to its 

protection and care, which they need in order live; on this obligation the state 

now bases its right to contribute what is theirs to maintaining their fellow 

citizens (6:326).123 

Kant bases this obligation not on an appeal to benevolence but as an appeal to the 

general will.  Thus the protection against deprivation of primary needs is not cast in 

terms of charity but as what is justly due those in society who are less privileged.  To 

accomplish caring for the poor, Kant suggests that taxes may be collected on property 

and commerce or the government may establish a fund and use the interest generated 

from it.  He rejects devices such as lotteries to collect money for poor people because 

he says that lotteries simply produce more poor people (6:326).  In this respect, Rawls 

is in agreement with Kant because he believes that citizens understand that they must 

pay taxes as part of their obligation to society (JF 52). 

                                                 
123 Kant, Immanuel.  The Metaphysics of Morals, trans. Mary Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996) 101. 
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  As for Locke, even if one accepts Nozick’s interpretations of the idea 

of self-ownership and the weak interpretation of the Lockean Proviso, there is still a 

problem that needs to be addressed.  As we saw in chapter two, one finds in Locke a 

fundamental belief that God commands that no one perish from want of subsistence.  

After all, the right to life and liberty precedes the right to property in Locke’s political 

philosophy.  For all his harshness toward the poor, Locke believed that government 

had a fundamental duty to provide sustenance for the poor. 

In response to Marxist ideas, Nozick says that for the most part, 

Marxist theory is obsolete.  After a lengthy discussion about the problems inherent in 

Marx’s labor theory of value, he declares that the idea of exploitation is a fraudulent 

one.  Large segments of the American work force, according to Nozick, have cash 

reserves in personal property.  Also, labor unions have extensive cash reserves in 

union pension funds.  As a result, he asks, why don’t these workers use their money 

to establish worker-controlled factories?  The answers he supplies is that the workers 

lack the entrepreneurial spirit and it’s simply too risky for them to do so.  Any claims 

of exploitation by the workers are simply attempts to hide their aversion to risk.  The 

capitalist entrepreneurs who not only take risks but also have the expertise to know 

how to make profits are entitled to sizeable shares of the product of their ventures.  

Do the rank and file workers really have control over their pension funds?124  This 

would come as a great surprise to Enron employees who have lost most of their 

                                                 
124 Fisk, Milton, “Property and the State: A Discussion of Robert Nozick’s Anarchy, State, and 
Utopia,” in Noǚs, V. 14, No. 1 1980) 105.   
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retirement savings because the value of their 401Ks has evaporated.  Board members 

and other Enron executives, however, had  profited handsomely by selling their stock 

holdings months ago.125 Even if some workers could successfully pull together the 

necessary capital, it would be no more than a small minority who could take on such 

a task given the structural forces in place to prevent it from happening (Fisk 106).  As 

Fisk says, Nozick ignores certain social facts and by ignoring them , he makes things 

seem possible that are simply not possible in American society(107).  Moreover, he 

ignores Marx’s claim that the ruling class control no only wealth, but also the ideas 

and intellectual forces of society (German Ideology 172). 

In a direct attack on Marx, Nozick says that to think that the role of a  

theory of distributive justice is to fill in the blank in “to each according to his 

_________” is to be predisposed to think that the other part of the equation, “from 

each according to his _____” is an entirely separate question.  Nozick reformulates 

the famous quote from Marx in the following way:  “From each as they choose, to 

each as they are chosen.” (160). 

  The above quotation from Nozick succinctly sums up his philosophy.  

Throughout the entire work, Nozick ignores any social factors or influences on 

individual choices.  Moreover, to those who are born with severe disabilities or other 

hindrances to leading a fulfilling life, Nozick offers nothing.  Like Locke, who 

ignored social factors that contributed to the rising number of poor in England, 

                                                 
125 Abelson, Reed. “Enron Board Comes Under a Storm of Criticism.” The New York Times 16 
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Nozick ignores social factors of the twenty-first century that contribute to the problem 

of poverty in America. 

Conclusion 

Nozick paints a chilling picture for a just society.  Surely, few would want to live in 

his minimal state, which offers only limited protection for individuals and their 

property.  Under his system, one can imagine the gap between wealthy and poor 

rising to heights that would surely threaten the security of everyone in that society.  

Without government intervention, or coercion, private charity would not sustain the 

poor.  Nozick far surpasses the classical liberal idea of limited government because 

even Adam Smith acknowledged that no society could flourish or be happy when the 

greater part of its members are poor and miserable.  Moreover, Smith was not blind to 

the economic differences that exist in capitalist societies.  He thought that taxation 

should be based on people’s wealth and their ability to pay taxes.  Thus he advocated 

progressive taxation (WN II.v.ii: 350).  Finally, Smith also acknowledged the 

importance of public education as necessary for citizens and society to flourish.  All 

these concerns are absent from Nozick’s account of a just state.  Likewise, Locke and 

Tocqueville’s beliefs about the duty of others to promote self-preservation among all 

humanity are also absent.  Thus one is left with a state that promises to be only 

slightly more secure than the Hobbesian state of nature where life is “solitary, poor, 

nasty, brutish and short.” (Hobbes, 89)126 

                                                 
126 Hobbes, Thomas, Leviathan, ed. Richard Tuck (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999)  
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  Unlike Nozick, Rawls acknowledges the many problems that poor 

people face in a democratic, capitalist state.  Yet his solutions and justifications for 

them leave one wondering if the contract made in the original position will support 

commitment once the veil of ignorance is lifted.  That being said, however, the 

important contribution that Rawls provides is that he forces one to consider just how 

contingent each individual’s position is in society.  His hypothetical situation drives 

home the meaning of the phrase, “there but by the grace of God go I.”  Moreover, he 

points to the natural and social benefits that some enjoy and makes a strong case that 

those individuals ought or will be willing to sacrifice some material comforts for the 

sake of their fellow human beings.  Both authors force readers to ask the question, do 

huge gaps in inequality of wealth matter in society? 

  For thirty years the gap between the wealthy and everyone else in the 

United States has been increasing.  In fact, the level of inequality is higher in America 

than in any other industrialized nation (Stille A15).127  Economists and sociologists 

disagree about what significance this increasing gap may have for the country’s 

future.  For example, Martin Feldstein, a professor of economics at Harvard 

University and the chairman of President Reagan’s Council of Economic Advisers, 

says that we should not worry “about the fact that some people on Wall Street and 

basketball players are making a lot of money.” (Stille A15).  He views inequality as a 

basic feature of the new high-tech economy.  Thus it is a natural consequence because 

capitalism rewards talent, skills, education, and entrepreneurial risk with increasing 
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efficiency (Stille A15).  Other economists, such as Richard Freeman, also at Harvard 

University, disagree with Feldstein.  Freeman believes that something should be done.  

He says, “The question is whether you lean against the wind of the market to try to 

preserve decent living standards for working and poor people.” (Stille A17).  Other 

liberal economists agree with Freeman and think that Europe and Japan are doing just 

that.   

  Ronald Inglehart, a sociology professor at the University of Michigan, 

weighs in on the discussion because of his thirty years of research.  He investigates 

what role levels of equality and inequality play in people’s sense of satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction with their lot in life.  Inglehart says, “Interestingly the levels of 

dissatisfaction are highest in both the most equal countries in the world, the 

Communist countries or those that have just emerged from Communism, and also 

those with very high levels of inequality.” (Stille A 17).  His research explains that 

total equality can only be achieved through coercion.  This coercion makes people 

feel they have no control over their lives and no way to benefit from their labor.  High 

inequality in extremely stratified societies makes people feel crushed by the economic 

power of others and thus produces similar dissatisfaction. 

  Feldstein insists that, “The problem is not inequality but poverty.” 

(Stille A17).  He blames poverty on poor education, the breakdown of the family, and 

what he calls “low cognitive ability.” (Stille A 17)  He adds that some poor people 

simply may choose not to work as hard as investment bankers working seventy hours 
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a week, or to skip school, and thus earn less money.  In other words, these individuals 

make choices and these choices make them poor. 

  Empirical data show that if a child is born to a woman in the bottom 

quarter of the income bracket or if a child grows up in a single-parent household, the 

odds that that child will go to college even if he or she has the same grades and test 

scores as those of their peers is significantly lower.  One thing that conservative and 

liberal economists agree on is that education is the key to rising out of poverty.  

Finishing high school increases an individual’s income by 30 percent.  Those who 

attend college may earn 60 percent more than those who don’t.  As a result, this is an 

area where liberal and conservative economists may find common ground for 

agreement.  James Heckman, a professor of economics at the University of Chicago 

made the following observation: 

 Never has the accident of birth mattered more.  If I am born to educated, 

supportive parents, my chances of doing well are totally different than if I 

were born to a single parent or abusive parents.  I am a University of Chicago 

libertarian, but this is a case of market failure: children don’t get to ‘buy’ their 

parents, and so there has to be some kind of intervention to make up for these 

environmental differences.” (Stille A17)  

  Heckman’s statement goes to the heart of the debate between Rawls 

and Nozick.  Of course, Nozick would reject the idea that government has any role to 

play because an accident of birth is just that, an accident.  Life is full of 

disappointments, according to Nozick, and government has no role to play in trying to 
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rectify what is simply a result of an accident.  Heckman seems to agree to some 

degree that Rawls’s three aspects of contingencies, (social class of origin, native 

endowments, and good or ill fortune) influence inequalities in citizens’ life prospects.  

As a result, government has a role to play in tempering the affects of these areas not 

only if one takes seriously Rawls’s idea of society as a fair system of cooperation 

between free and equal citizens, but also if one wants future prosperity in a capitalist 

economy.   
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Conclusions 

 
 
This dissertation has aimed to uncover what guidance Western philosophy may offer 

in explaining and dealing with the problem of American poverty.  To that end, I have 

attempted:  1) to expose philosophical and historical beliefs about poverty by 

systematically examining its treatment by some of the most significant theorists in 

Western philosophy; 2) to demonstrate that many of the beliefs about the causes and 

solutions to poverty are oversimplified; 3) to show how the issue of poverty reveals 

fundamental tensions in liberal theory; and 4) to illustrate the central role that the idea 

of public aid and its justification has played in debates about poverty during the last 

four centuries. 

Plato says that it is disastrous for states to have great disparities  

between the wealthy and poor.  Not only do these conditions lead to the destruction of 

the state but it also is an unjust state of affairs.  All of the philosophers with the 

exception of Nozick agree with him to some extent.  It is striking that Plato identifies 

poverty as one of the most challenging and significant problems political 

philosophers face.  This is why he initially attempts to construct a state in the 

Republic that avoids it altogether.  He recognizes that poverty is far more difficult to 

deal with once it has become a problem in society.   

Through historical and philosophical analysis, he tries to isolate the  

causes of poverty and design a state that will circumvent the problem altogether.  

Although he abandons some of his initial arrangements in the Republic, he is still 
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preoccupied in the Laws with avoiding great disparities between the wealthy and the 

poor.  His aim is social and economic equality for its citizens.  He designs laws to 

constrain the accumulation of wealth.  Plato wants to restrict productivity when the 

sole motivation is monetary profit.  Laws are designed to educate citizens and reign in 

the inherent greed in human nature.  While being poor is nothing either to be ashamed 

or proud of, Plato does not categorize the poor as morally deficient nor blame them 

for their place in society.  Rather his criticisms are of those who are driven by greed 

to seek wealth for its own sake.  Above all, Plato wants to create a community where 

each citizen recognizes the other as a brother or sister.  By his preoccupation with 

avoiding poverty and great wealth in the state, Plato warns political philosophers that 

the issue is one that should be taken seriously if one is serious about justice in the 

state. 

  Aristotle heeds Plato’s warnings, but in spite of his criticisms of 

Plato’s policies, he uses many of these same policies in the Politics.  Like Plato, he 

believes that private property ownership must be regulated.  Also, Aristotle wants to 

build a community of friends where neighbor helps neighbor in times of need.  Since 

he believes that poverty will always be a problem for any society, he thinks that 

government must play an active role in addressing the problem.  As a result, he 

introduces a system of public and private social services to alleviate poverty.  He 

ridicules the idea of providing direct monetary aid to the poor and likens it to“ . . 

pouring water into the proverbial leaking jug.” (Politics 1220a33-35)  He wants to 

ensure long-term sustainability for the poor and not focus on short-term relief.  By 
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introducing these ideas, Aristotle begins a discussion about what the government 

ought to do and how it should help the poor.  There is no long discussion of a “moral 

justification” per se for providing help to the poor.  Instead, he believes that justice 

demands that the rich should help the poor.  In addition, assistance for the poor makes 

political sense because no state will prosper or for that matter survive, if there are too 

many poor people (Politics 1320a35-1320b3).  A large middle class, according to 

Aristotle, will help moderate conflicts between the rich and poor.  As a result, states 

should aim to avoid large gaps between the poor and wealthy. 

  Aristotle calls attention to the crucial role that good fortune plays in 

determining what kind of life one may have.  Good health, beauty, wealth, and family 

situation affect the chances one may have for happiness and flourishing.  Through no 

fault of their own, individuals who are born into poverty have limited choices and 

opportunities.  This observation garnered little attention among political theorists 

until Rawls highlighted its importance in 1971.  Rawls believes that limits should be 

placed on the advantages or disadvantages born of natural fortune or social 

circumstances.  A political conception of justice, according to Rawls, must take the 

idea of moral equality seriously.  Thus he attempts to design a system that negates 

morally arbitrary advantages or disadvantages.  Aristotle, unlike Rawls, does not 

attempt to rectify the situation, but to point out the instrumental role that good or bad 

fortune plays in one’s life.   

  John Locke dramatically changes the tone of the treatment of poverty 

during the seventeenth century.  Known for his anti-dogmatic approach in his support 
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for religious toleration, Locke’s treatment of poverty lacks the intellectual rigor and 

insights that one might expect.  Being destitute, according to Locke, is a sign of 

individual moral corruption.  After all, it is the individual who is responsible for his 

or her situation in society.  Locke not only ignores structural factors that lead to 

poverty, but he believes that subjecting the poor to harsh treatment is the only way to 

reform them.  At the same time, however, he is not willing to absolve government of 

its responsibilities toward the poor.  So while he firmly believes that the poor are 

lazy, he also maintains that government has a role to play in helping them.  Critics 

disagree why this is so but it is clear that the root of his belief lies in his religious 

interpretation that the preservation of human life demands government intervention 

when starvation threatens it.  He believes in moral equality and democratic 

government.  Thus one cannot allow starvation among fellow human beings who are 

morally equal at least in the eyes of God.  In addition, Locke’s understanding is based 

on his conviction that society would always be sufficiently productive so that no one 

should ever lack employment or subsistence as long as one was willing to work.   

  Locke’s treatment of poverty reveals an inherent tension in liberal 

theory.  Poverty poses a threat to the basic principles of a market society because 

increased disparities in wealth magnify tensions in societies that are based on liberal 

maxims that include moral equality and democracy.  Liberals value freedom, equality, 

and private property.  Poverty becomes a problem for them because freedom, 

including the freedom to accumulate property, often, if not necessarily, results in 

inequality of wealth, and hence of comfort, honors, and happiness.  Although Locke 
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wants to preserve moral equality, to do so means interfering with the freedom of 

others, i.e., the rich.   

  Unlike Locke, Adam Smith believes that in market economies most 

people want to work and accumulate wealth.  Humankind is naturally sympathetic, 

self-interested, social, ambitious, imaginative, and frugal.  Self-interest plays an 

important role in Smith’s work because capitalism allows one to pursue what is in 

one’s self-interest while promoting individual liberty at the same time.  Smith thinks 

that no one, including the poor, has to be personally dependent on anyone else in 

society.  As a result, he rejects public aid of any sort for relief of the poor.  Like 

Locke, he fails to see that poverty may have a host of causes, including market failure 

that can lead to unemployment.  Smith makes a distinction between absolute poverty, 

i.e., when people lack sufficient food, clothing, and shelter necessary for them to 

survive) and relative poverty, (i.e., when some people have less goods and riches than 

others in their society but they have enough goods to maintain their lives).  To bolster 

his rejection of poor relief, Smith says that poverty in capitalist states is a relative 

problem.  Poverty found in societies with market economies is much less morally and 

physically devastating than the poverty in other economic and social systems.  As a 

result, the incidence of poverty in England was insignificant, according to Smith, 

when compared to the absolute poverty found in other nations such as Africa.  This is 

his moral vindication of capitalism. 

  Smith was not blind to the economic inequality that can exist in 

capitalist societies.  He advocated progressive taxation based on people’s wealth and 
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their ability to pay taxes.  He also observed that the fluctuation of employment caused 

hardship for some workers.  As a result, these workers should receive higher wages.  

In fact, he advocates that the working class in general should receive higher wages.  

He indicts the wealthy for complaining about the cost of labor while never saying 

anything about the high profits of British stocks and their own propensity toward 

luxury and extravagance.  Yet despite his treatment of these issues, Smith’s views 

about poverty have been disregarded and much of his work in The Wealth of Nations 

is remembered only as a call for laissez faire policies or free trade.   

  Tocqueville’s work on poverty mainly focuses on the problems that 

public aid creates.  He describes a culture of poverty that involves much more than a 

lack of material needs.  Government aid creates this culture and reinforces the 

impoverished characters of the poor.  He advocates private charity because it creates a 

“moral tie” between the rich and poor.  This moral tie, however, is characterized by 

the poor showing deference to the rich because they must ask them for help and 

acknowledge their inferior position in society.   

  Tocqueville shows ambivalence toward the poor.  On the one hand, he 

recognizes that some inherent structural factors of capitalism contribute to poverty.  

He also recognizes that private charity alone cannot alleviate the problem.  On the 

other hand, Tocqueville blames the poor for their situation and has little faith in 

government to provide permanent solutions.  Contemporary critics of the American 

welfare state, such as Gertrude Himmelfarb, champion Tocqueville’s observations 

about poverty in England and his critique of public aid.   
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  All three philosophers, i.e., Locke, Smith and Tocqueville, exemplify 

the argument that for the most part, the poor are responsible for their being poor.  In 

the case of Locke and Tocqueville, their invective toward the poor leave little doubt 

that they view them as morally deficient and above all as lazy.  While they seem to 

suggest that the poor share inherent natural qualities that cause them to be poor, they 

blame the poor for their poverty because they have chosen to be poor.  These views 

about the poor resonate with those who categorize all poor people as sharing certain 

traits.  Above all, individuals are personally responsible for their lot in life. 

  Unlike these classic liberals, Hegel focuses on the role that social and 

political institutions play in shaping society.  While he accepts many of Smith’s 

views, he rejects the laissez faire component because he thinks that the state must 

have control over many aspects of civil society.  His goal of making the state a 

rational entity involves the reconciliation of civil society and the political state.  

Hegel’s treatment of poverty is a more balanced approach than is Locke’s.  While he 

says that some people are poor because they are lazy, he also provides some new 

insights about the causes of poverty.  For example, he says that poverty is a natural 

byproduct of market economies even in the best of economic times, and he recognizes 

that numerous circumstances and contingencies, such as poor health or the loss of a 

spouse, may contribute to poverty.  One senses that Hegel is genuinely concerned 

with the problem but that he has no new ideas about how to deal with it.  In fact, 

Hegel provides a dismal account of a society where the poor have little hope for 

achieving happiness or freedom.  In his construction of the rational state, the problem 
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of poverty remains unsolved unless new colonies can be established to alleviate the 

problem. 

  Marx rejected Hegel’s idea of the primacy of the political state 

(society’s laws and government) in shaping the character of society.  The economy, 

according to Marx, shaped the political institutions and the ideas of a society.  Market 

capitalism institutionalizes poverty because poverty is a necessary component to 

make capitalism work effectively.  He views poverty as a result of exploitation and 

explains the institutional and structural elements of capitalist societies that cultivate 

its continuance and expansion.  Any appeal to human nature to explain poverty is a 

senseless exercise designed to further debase the poor in society.  He also challenges 

Smith’s idea that the relative poverty in industrialized nations is insignificant.  

Relative poverty matters, according to Marx, because many of our needs and desires 

are of a social nature.  As such, individuals measure their personal satisfaction by 

society’s standards rather than by some abstract ones.   

  Marx challenges adherents of liberalism to explain why there are so 

many poor people in a country where some are extremely wealthy.  As a philosopher 

who was also a political activist, a journalist, and student of history and political 

economy, Marx became the most significant political theorist of socialism.  He, along 

with Frederick Engels, documented the plight of the poor.  In doing so, they brought 

into question simplistic explanations about the causes of poverty and called for 

radical political solutions to eradicate the problem. 
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  While Rawls rejects Marx’s call for the establishment of a socialist 

state, one central aim in his theory of justice is to reduce the gap between wealthy and 

poor in society.  He offers a liberal egalitarian conception of “justice as fairness” that 

is designed to construct as well as justify the institutions of a constitutional, property-

owning democracy.  Rawls includes a moral component in his theory.  He uses a 

Kantian version of social contract theory to establish obligation on the basis of people 

being ends in themselves.  As such human beings are entitled to equal consideration 

in virtue of their individual moral worth.   

Rawls makes it clear in Justice as Fairness that he does not want  

merely to recreate welfare state capitalism.  No doubt the difference principle or the 

rule of maximin, as it is sometimes called, requires much more from society than 

current welfare policies in the United States.  In brief, the difference principle 

requires that existing inequalities must contribute to the maximal benefit of the least 

advantaged or these inequalities are not permissible.  As in Theory of Justice, he still 

rejects the idea of a social minimum alone as adequate but for different reasons.  

Rawls believes that establishing a social minimum would be inadequate to assure 

citizens’ engagement in political society.  He wants poor people to be active members 

who feel neither oppressed nor cynical about their place in society.  If the least 

advantaged do not view society’s conception of justice as a firm commitment, they 

will either withdraw from society or take violent actions to protest their situation. 

  That being said, the thorny issue for Rawls is how to justify and 

convince citizens that the social contract citizens would make in the original position 
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would sustain commitment to the difference principle.  Given that citizens make 

decisions in the original position based on their aversion to risk-taking, would that 

commitment be strong enough to last once the veil is lifted?  It makes sense to ask 

this question since Rawls introduces it regarding the strains of commitment for the 

least advantaged.  As noted above, he rejects a social minimum as the sole guarantee 

to help the least-advantaged because he does not think that will suffice to provide the 

poor with a sense that they are being treated justly.  Thus the least advantaged would 

feel cheated and might disengage from political life or (worse yet) revolt.  Moreover, 

one has to ask if Americans have a shared sense of justice that underlies our beliefs 

about how we ought to treat the least advantaged in society.  Rawls thinks the answer 

is yes and in Political Liberalism argues that people in contemporary democracies 

have what he calls “fully comprehensive doctrines” (FCDs).  FCDs include 

“conceptions of what is of value in human life, and ideals of personal character, as 

well as ideals of friendship and of familiar and associational relationships, and much 

else that is to inform our conduct, and in the limit our life as a whole.” (PL 13)  As 

pointed out earlier, the problem is that few if any citizens in contemporary 

democracies have these FCDs.  In fact Martinich questions whether many people ever 

had them. 

  These criticisms are not meant to take away from the enormous 

contribution that Rawls has made to normative philosophy.  As T. K. Seung noted, 

“The publication of John Rawls’s Theory of Justice in 1974 was probably the most 

memorable event in normative philosophy in the second half of this century.” (ix)  It 
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is memorable for many reasons, not least of which is Rawls’s call for us to think 

about what it means to respect human dignity and to put our money where our mouth 

is when we talk about it.  Rawls challenges liberal democracies to reconsider 

economic priorities in a serious fashion.  He also challenges the individual to consider 

what type of society he or she would like to live in given the lottery of life that we all 

participate in to one degree or another.  His discussion about the role that fortune 

plays in our lives harkens back to Aristotle’s observation that being born into a good 

family is fortunate.  Empirical data tells us that it is no less true today than in the 

middle of the fourth century B.C.   

  Rawls’s work struck a nerve in American society and not just among 

academicians.  Myron Magnet, author of The Dream and the Nightmare, identifies A 

Theory of Justice as one of the reasons that American society has lost its sense of 

wrong and right.  Instead of holding people personally responsible for their lot in life, 

Magnet charges that authors like Rawls wants society to take responsibility, which is 

one of the chief reasons the welfare state has been a huge disaster for the country.128  

It is worthy to note, that President George W. Bush credits Magnet’s book as being 

the inspiration for his idea of compassionate conservatism.129   

  Nozick’s libertarian treatise, Anarchy, State and Utopia, provides 

theorists a chance to view what civil society might be like on the other end of the 

                                                 
128 Magnet, Myron, The Dream and the Nightmare, (New York: William Morrow and Company, Inc., 
1993) See especially pages 119 and 130. 
129 Ringle, Ken, “He wrote the book on compassionate conservatism,” Austin American Statesman, 16 
April 2001, p. D2. 
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spectrum from a Rawlsian world.  Ironically, like Rawls, Nozick uses the Lockean 

notion of social contract theory as well as the Kantian precept of treating people as 

ends in themselves to justify his minimalist state.  But the Kantian connection that 

Nozick makes is particularly suspicious since Kant’s own views on how society ought 

to deal with the problem of poverty disputes his conclusions.  Kant believes that 

government and the wealthy are responsible for providing the needs of the poor.  He 

justifies this belief by appealing to the general will of the people who have chosen to 

unite in a society with the goal of perpetuating their society.  As such, the people have 

submitted themselves to the internal authority of the state to maintain those members 

of society who cannot maintain themselves.  The protection against deprivation of 

primary needs, according to Kant, is not a matter of charity but is what is justly due 

those in society who are less privileged.  In this respect, Kant’s work is closer to 

Rawls’s belief that citizens understand that they must pay taxes as part of their 

obligation to society. 

  Imagine what it would be like to be one of the least-advantaged in 

Nozick’s minimal state, or whether life be any more secure or happy for those who 

are the most-advantaged.  One can easily conceive that the gap between wealthy and 

poor would rise to extremes that would surely threaten the security of everyone in that 

society.  Without any government safety net or interventionist policies, the least 

advantaged live their lives based on the benevolence of others to sustain their 

existence. 

Nozick simply fails to deal with the problem of poverty.  There is no  
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room in his libertarian agenda for any pragmatic approaches to the problem.  

Considered alongside Rawls’s work, theorists are left with two polar extremes that 

reinforce and reflect contemporary debates in American society.  As a result, poverty 

often seems to be an intractable problem.  After all, the multitude of variables that 

contribute to it seem to be overwhelming.  As is the case of most difficult issues, 

there is no one answer.  Yet for poverty, ideology often overshadows all policy 

debates.  Political theorists may do well to return to the work of Plato and Aristotle 

for guidance.  Empirical investigation combined with historical and philosophical 

investigation form the basis for their work on poverty.   

  The issue of poverty has fallen victim to an ideological divide in 

political philosophy during the last four centuries.  Locke and Tocqueville would say 

that poverty is simply the result of personal failing.  Hegel is concerned but offers 

little help on the topic.  Marx views market capitalism as the culprit and advocates 

revolution.  Rawls thinks that government should take care of poor people while 

Nozick does not think that poverty is government’s problem or concern.   

Smith’s views do not fit as neatly in the latter camp as some  

may think.  As Emma Rothschild persuasively shows, Smith’s reputation as the 

champion of laissez-faire has been overstated because there is another side to his 

work.  This is the side that conservatives fail to mention.  The complexity of Smith’s 

ideas means that liberals who find corporate greed not only but also a justification for 

government to reduce poverty could just as easily appeal to Adam Smith as 

conservatives who champion free trade.  While legislators invoke Smith’s name when 
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arguing against taxation, Smith actually believed that luxury items should be taxed 

and that the greater burden should fall upon those with the most money.  The point is 

that one must appreciate Smith’s complexities before appropriating his views to 

support either side of the debate about American poverty.  After all, Smith’s praise 

for the rising productivity of market capitalism is tempered by his pessimistic views 

about the future that foreshadow Marx’s indictments against capitalism.  Alan 

Krueger makes the following observation:  “Smith’s internal conflicts also 

demonstrate that deviations from some principles, like proportional taxation and 

laissez-faire, are sometimes required to satisfy others, like support for the 

disadvantaged and universal education.”130  It is telling, however, that Smith is often 

used as the authority in making arguments against taxing the wealthy to benefit the 

poor. 

Without a doubt, the normative view that one takes about what role  

morality, human nature, economics, and politics play in the problem of poverty can 

easily tempt one to take one side or the other.  Poverty is a complex problem and 

normative issues are difficult and controversial.  But it is this very difficulty and 

controversy that makes the future role of philosophy in the treatment of poverty is 

important .  In a word, theorists have the tools to subject ideology to rational scrutiny.  

Advances made in the ethical treatment of animals offers an example of the crucial 

role that philosophers play in bringing clarity to complex normative problems.  The 

                                                 
130 Krueger, Alan B.  “The many faces of Adam Smith: Rediscovering The Wealth of Nations.” The 
New York Times 16 August 2001: Economic Scene, C2. 
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work of  Tom Regan, Peter Singer, Jeffrey Moussaaieff Masson and other 

philosophers challenged long-held beliefs about animals and transformed the debate 

about how animals ought to be treated by systematically challenging views that had 

been institutionalized by Descartes in the sixteenth century.  Philosophy has elevated 

the discussion of animal ethics to previously unimaginable levels in just two decades.   

When ideology trumps reality about the problem of poverty, the  

danger is that the poor will fall into the chasm carved by the ideological divide. 

Pragmatic solutions fail to satisfy either side.  If philosophers from Plato to Rawls are 

correct, however, then the increasing social polarization between the poor and 

wealthy will have disastrous consequences for the United States.  The challenge for 

political theorists is great because not only is the quality of life at stake for hundreds 

of thousands of poor people but for all Americans. 
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