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The  Background Conte xt: Mill on the  Production-
Distribution Re lationship/Distinction  

“The laws and the cond itions of the p rod uction of wealth p artake of the
characte r of p hysical truths”, d istrib ution is “a matte r of human institutions only.
The thing s once the re , mankind , ind ivid ually or colle ctive ly, can d o with them as
the y like…The d istrib ution of wealth, the re fore , d e p e nd s on the laws and
customs of socie ty” (1848, p p . 199-200).
“In so far as the economical cond ition of nations turns up on the state of
p hysical knowle d g e , it is a sub je ct for the p hysical scie nce s, and the arts
found e d on them. But insofar as the cause s are moral or p sycholog ical,
d e p e nd e nt on institutions and social re lations, or on the p rincip le s of human
nature , the ir inve stigation b e long s not to p hysical b ut to moral and social
scie nce s, and is the ob je ct of what is calle d Political Economy” (1848, p p .20-
21).



Marx’s Critique  of Mill in the  Grundrisse

“The aim [of the e conomists] is, rathe r, to p re se nt p rod uction – se e e .g . Mill – as
d istinct from d istrib ution e tc., as e ncased in e te rnal natural laws ind e p e nd e nt of
history, at which op p ortunity b ourgeois re lations are then q uie tly smug g le d in
as the inviolab le natural laws on which socie ty in the ab stract is found e d . This is
the more or le ss conscious p urp ose of the whole p rocee d ing . In d istrib ution, b y
contrast, humanity has alleg e d ly p e rmitte d itse lf to b e consid e rab ly more
arb itrary” (1973 [~ 1857],p .87).



Marx’s Critique  of “Vulgar” Socialists in 
the  Critique  of the  Gotha Program  
“Quite ap art from the analysis so far g iven, it was in g ene ral a mistake to make a fuss ab out so-called d istrib ution and p ut
the p rincip al stre ss on it.”

“Any d istrib ution whateve r of the means of consump tion is only a conseq uence of the d istrib ution of the cond itions of
p rod uction themse lve s. The latte r d istrib ution, howeve r, is a feature of the mod e of p rod uction itse lf. The cap italist mod e
of p rod uction, for examp le , re sts on the fact that the mate rial cond itions of p rod uction are in the hand s of nonworke rs in
the form of p rop e rty in cap ital and land , while the masse s are only owners of the p e rsonal cond ition of p rod uction, of
lab or p ower.”

“If the e le ments of p rod uction are so d istrib uted , then the p re sent-d ay d istrib ution of the means of consump tion re sults
automatically. If the mate rial cond itions of p rod uction are the co-op e rative p rop e rty of the worke rs the mse lve s, then the re
likewise re sults a d istrib ution of the means of consump tion d iffe rent from the p re sent one . Vulg ar socialism (and from it in
turn a section of the d emocrats) has taken ove r from the b ourg eois economists the consid e ration and treatment of
d istrib ution as ind ep end ent of the mod e of p rod uction and hence the p re sentation of socialism as turning p rincip ally on
d istrib ution. Afte r the real re lation has long b een mad e clear, why re trog re ss ag ain?”

([1875], 1978, p p .531-532).



G.A Cohe n: “Against Marx on Mill”

“We  shall arg ue  that Mill’s d istinction b e twe e n p rod uction and  
d istrib ution re se mb le s Marx’s d istinction b e twe e n sub social and  
social d ime nsions of the  e conomy” (2000, p .108).

“Mill’s g e ne rous conce p t of d istrib ution cove rs the  p atte rn of 
owne rship  of p rod uctive  force s, so  that Marx’s social re lations of 
p rod uction are  not sup p re sse d ” (200, p .109).



G.A. Cohe n, “With ‘Orthodox’ Rawls and 
Against Marx”?

“The  Marx-insp ire d  q ue stion is whe the r a socie ty without an 
e thos in d aily life  that is in-forme d  b y a b road ly e g alitarian 
p rincip le  for that reason fails to  p rovid e  d istrib utive  justice . To  
that q ue stion, Rawls, b e ing  a lib e ral, says no: he re  is the  d e e p  
d ivid ing  line  b e twe e n us” (2009, p . 2).



Cohe n’s Le gacy in Conte mporary 
Political Philosophy 

John Roeme r: “The e thics of socialism should b e re formulate d , from
b e ing characte rized as the e limination of exp lo itation, to b e ing
characte rize d as the e limination of d istrib utive injustice ” (2017,p .263).
Jose p h Care ns: “I leave asid e q ue stions ab out the ownership and
contro l of non-human cap ital, excep t to assume that cap ital, too, is
larg e ly allocate d throug h marke ts, whe the r we are imag ining some
form of marke t cap italism or marke t socialism or some thing in
b e twe e n like p rop e rty-owning d e mocracy” (2015, p .52).
Elizab e th And e rson and re lational eg alitarianism in Private
Gove rnment.



Conte mporary Political Economy and the  
Struggle  Against Global Economic Ine quality 

• Branko Milanovic (Cap italism Alone ).

• Thomas Pike tty  (Cap italism in the  Twenty-First Century; Cap ital 
and  Ideolog y)—the  p re sup p ositions of “d e mocratic mod e rnity”).

• “De mocratizing  Work Move me nt”. Pike tty is on b oard . 



Re thinking the  Production-Distribution 
Re lationship Today

• Not sub stituting  a one -sid e d  fixation on d istrib ution with an e q ually 
one -sid e d  fixation on p rod uction.

• We  should  focus instead  on b o th justice  in p rod uction and  justice  in 
d istrib ution re lationally (o r, if you will, d iale ctically). 

• The re  is a close  re lationship  b e twe e n how p rod uction is o rg anize d  
and  its conse q ue nce s fo r d istrib ution.

• Comp are  the  ratio  o f income  ine q uality within worke r-owne d  and  
manag e d  coop e rative s ag ainst cap italist-owne d  (p rivate ) firms. 

• “Re trie ving ” d e mocracy as an ind isp e nsab le  feature  o f socialism and  
a feasib le  ve rsion of “associate d  p rod uction.”
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