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An investigation into the concept of intervention  

To begin with, a couple of explanations: one, of how do I come to be speaking here at all; two, of how I come to be speaking under a title different from the one in the booking leaflet.  

Back in January, Steve here emailed me. He needed more speakers for today, and someone had suggested me. He offered seven possible topics. And since it was   ‘Principles of Distribution and Equality (e.g. Marxism, Cavanagh)’which seemed to have my name on it, I agreed to that slot: and to the ‘Cavanagh’ title. But then the booking leaflet appeared, and I saw that this afternoon’s session was billed as being ‘on the theme of the state and intervention’. It was that which enabled me to focus more clearly on just what I wanted to do. 

My talk is now better thought of as an investigation into the concept of ‘intervention’. So to anybody who came particularly for Cavanagh, let me say three things. One: the handout which you all have tells you something about him and his book. And I’ll be happy to deal with questions on that. Two: because his argument exemplifies the problems associated with the ‘intervention’ metaphor, there are passing references to him across my talk. Three: at its end, and to make one of my most important points, I return specifically to him, and his ideas on equality. 
So: to ‘intervention’.
I think there’s a problem in our very brief for today’s deliberations: in short, a problem with the juxtaposition of ‘individual’ and ‘state’ . For while ‘individual-and-society’ debates are those generic to all the social sciences, and ‘state-and-civil-society’ debates are those specific to political and economic science, an ‘individual-and-state’ variation is I think crossing – and maybe confusingly crossing – what might be called recognised ‘levels of discourse’. So to begin: a bit of concept re-alignment!

The initial problem, for all the social sciences, is that of how to see the relationship between the individual and society. Having done that, and only having done that, the consequential problem, mainly for the political and economic sciences, is that of how to see the relationship – the consequential relationship – between the individual and the state: where the state is not ‘society’, but instead that which claims to act on behalf of society. What this means, I think, is that talk about the (consequential) individual/state relationship is only possible via talk about the (initial) individual/society relationship. So that’s where I’ll begin. And do so by drawing attention to what I think is a fatal flaw in the way that initial relationship is routinely formulated. 

And it’s  this. In none of its anyway mainstream formulations is any foundational validity granted to ‘society’. Such validity as ‘society’ has is derivative: societies are made by individuals, derived from their needs as individuals. And I think that that is just wrong. 
Nothing is only a ‘thing in itself’: separate in identity. Everything is also a ‘thing in relation to other things’: connected in relationship. And ‘identity’ and ‘relationship’ are both inter-definitional, and co-originate. Those individuals living in the ‘state of nature’ envisaged by Hobbes, for example, famously live lives ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short’. And what I’m challenging is that ‘solitary’. It’s not just that only huddled and mutually interdependent groups could possibly have survived: a practical thing. It’s also that only huddled and mutually interdependent groups could possibly have emerged in the first place: a theoretical thing. Creation stories containing an Adam-figure are doubly daft, because doubly inconceivable: not able to be conceived theoretically; but also, not able to be conceived just literally! As soon as there is more than one individual (that is, from the beginning), there is also society (that is, relationship). Because it was the only circumstance in which ‘the individual’ – or rather ‘those individuals’ – could exist, they were already, back there in their ‘state-of-nature’, living ‘in society’. 
So: if a foundational validity is to be granted to ‘the individual’ vis-à-vis ‘society’, a foundational validity has also to be granted to ‘society’ vis-à-vis ‘the individual’. Which means that, as far as the language  of ‘intervention’ is concerned, we have to recognise a mutuality. It’s not just that, in the beginning,  foundationally, individuals fashioned society. It’s also that, in the beginning, foundationally, society fashioned individuals. Society is neither ‘outside’ nor ‘over-against’ the individual. The individual is neither ‘outside’ nor ‘over-against’ society. 
If it helps, think of it this way. It’s not that there’s a relationship between the individual (one thing) and society (another thing). It’s that the relationship between the individual (one thing) and the Other individual (another thing), both there at the beginning, actually is society. One individual: inconceivable. Two individuals: one relationship. Three individuals: three relationships. Four individuals: six relationships. Five individuals: ten relationships. Six individuals: fifteen relationships. And so on, up a Pascal’s triangle expansion. Society is more than the sum of the individuals in it, because it’s the sum of the relationships between individuals in it. And there just are more of them. Many more.
So what does this mean for the individual/state relationship? It means that if the state is that institution which acts on behalf of society – and I’ll return to that ‘if’ in due course – then the same argument applies. And yet once again, in none of the ‘intervention’ models also of that relationship is there any foundational validity granted to ‘the state’: spectacularly not, for example, in that employed by Matt Cavanagh. Any validity which it is deemed to possess is also thought of as non-foundational: as derivative. ‘In the beginning’ there are individuals. They abandon their ‘solitariness’, come together to form ‘society’, and in the process agree to surrender some of their freedom to a state of some kind - - - hence its derivative validity. 
So why is that a problem? 
It’s a problem because it generates the same sort of asymmetry as emerged in the individual/society case. And what both asymmetries do is to allow the following confusion to arise. If we ask the question ‘to what extent should the state intervene in the activities of individuals?’, the liberal-democratic answer tends to be ‘as little as possible’. It’s certainly Matt Cavanagh’s answer. But if we ask the question, the equally valid question, ‘to what extent should the activities of individuals intervene in the state?’, the same liberal-democratic answer tends to be - - - ‘what do you mean?’ In Matt Cavanagh’s case it’s not even that: it’s just silence. So now, using a very simple example, let me try to explain what I mean. ‘Property rights’ were critical to the foundation of the state, and remain critical to the current operation of the state. So my simple example concerns the concept ‘mine’. 

To intervene is to come between. And one of the most significant ways in which people  think of state intervention is of its coming between ‘me’ and ‘my money’. For many, the taxman, if not public enemy number one, is at least somebody who needs, as far as possible, to be thwarted in his efforts. Preferably legally. But in extremis: well, who knows? The money is, after all, ‘mine’. 

Now both the classical social contract theorists (Hobbes, especially Locke, Rousseau) and the classical economists (Adam Smith, Ricardo, Marx), when they were thinking about the origins of private property – that is, of ‘mine’ – tended towards various versions of the following: that when the very first producers mixed their labour with ‘virgin soil’, the resulting product became legitimately ‘theirs’. My labour, mixed with that which as yet is the product of nobody else’s labour – is natural: belongs to nobody – becomes legitimately ‘mine’. 

So to bring this up to date. Hostility to the redistributive role of the state, through the use of taxes to provide public goods and services, is commonplace. Why should I give up some of ‘my’ money to public provision, especially to those who might benefit without contributing themselves. But I want to point up something vital which is routinely missed in such formulations. I want to ask: just how much of what I earn is really ‘mine’? 

If not ‘unearned income’ then at least ‘earned income’ and ‘transfer payments’ are thought of, by almost everybody, as legitimately ‘theirs’. But the Belgian economist and philosopher Philippe Van Parijs – like Cavanagh, with a doctorate in philosophy from this university: but unlike Cavanagh, with another in economics from his own catholic University of Louvain – draws us up short. He argues that in ‘earning’ my X pounds for working my Y hours, I have to realise that it is X minus rather-a-lot which is what I have actually earned solely with my own labour: as opposed to with my own labour, as it is mixed with all the past labour of all my kind. He points out that part of what looks like the product of a person’s labour, and thus income, simply consists of the value of those scarce resources which that person has to appropriate in order to produce at all. We fail to realise, he says, that much of the income that goes to labour in fact derives from ‘our common inheritance of resources’. If you like: does anybody really think that, when they go to work tomorrow, they will be ‘mixing their labour’ with ‘virgin soil’?  There is a very important sense in which every product – and more importantly for the point I want to make, every commodity – is actually a social product, a public commodity. Which means that there is a very important sense in which it is its individual/private appropriation, not its social/public origin, which needs explanation. 
And there’s more. Even when we’ve peeled away from ‘mine’ all that’s really only my access to ‘our common heritage of resources’, and reached that albeit small portion which is unquestionably ‘mine’, produced by my labour, there’s more. For this ‘labour’, this capacity to work and earn which is ‘mine’, has also been totally and completely socially produced: immediately by my up-bringers and educators; ultimately, again, by all my kind. [When we break for tea shortly, and there’s a tea-leaf  floating in the top of your cup, register that this small piece of your sustenance, and thus your capacity to work and earn, has been part of a leaf picked by someone, probably a woman, whom you will never know. And socially transported to your tea-cup, via a complex social infrastructure, by thousands of others you will never know either.] 

Now in case it’s not obvious, perhaps I should make something clear here. The law recognises three basic entities: res, actiones, personae (things, actions, persons). And because I wanted it simple, I’ve spelled out my ‘mine’ story in terms of those ‘personae’ who are individual persons. But it is, of course, the appropriation achieved by corporate ‘personae’ – nations and their armies, companies and their contracts – which really matter to my case. And particularly the appropriation, initially by what Marx called ‘primitive accumulation’, of those ‘magical’ goods which are the means of producing other goods. Amassed over centuries; achieved by means rarely above question; defended by laws of inheritance, made by those who would inherit: it is this vast appropriation of the public by the private which produces the economic system in which we operate today: a system in which that ‘warre of all against all’, which Hobbes put back in a state of nature, is here and all around us. An economic system which offers as its sole incentive the chance to have as ‘mine’ more than the next person has as ‘theirs’ is I think a sordid, sad, soul-destroying thing. 

So returning now to that individualist bewilderment before the equally valid question ‘to what extent should the activities of individuals intervene in the state?’, this is what I mean. I mean that individual private ownership of the means of production; individual private appropriation of the goods and services thereby produced; and the turning of those goods and services into commodities – things which exchange at a price on a market – with the aim of making individual profit, is surely just such ‘intervention’, isn’t it? Nozick’s ‘capitalist acts among consenting adults’, be they private individuals or private corporations, are just as much ‘intervening’ in the state, aren’t they, as the state, when it tries to regulate them, is ‘intervening’ in them? 
I leave you to think about that one. And return to the more usual – if less accurate – way of seeing things: to ‘the state’, and its ‘interventions’.   

It’s certainly a contradictory creature, this ‘state’: fundamentally, a two-faced creature. In his book Lectures on the Philosophy of History (1837), Hegel saw one of its faces this way:   

         ‘All the worth which the human being possesses, all spiritual reality, he possesses 

         only through the state. For truth is the unity of the universal and subjective will: and 

         the Universal is to be found in the state, in its laws, in its universal and rational 

         arrangements. The state is the divine idea as it exists on earth’. 

While in his book The Red Lily, (1894), Anatole France captured the other face like this:  

         ‘The law, in all its majestic equality, forbids rich and poor alike from sleeping   

         under bridges, begging in the streets, and stealing their bread.’ 

It’s a theory of the state which will accommodate both of these apparent antinomies – the state as both impartial in the rule of law, above the fray of competing interest: and as sourced in accumulated wealth, its laws used to look after the interests of the accumulators – which is hard to come by: especially for a philosophy steeped in classical liberal individualism. First, it would have to recognise the non-derivative validity of society, and therefore of the state. And I’ve tried to deal with that one. But second, it would have to recognise that the state is not an ‘essentialist’ category: it changes; it develops. And historically, that development consists in a steady shift, by no means anywhere near complete, from the Anatole France face to the Georg Hegel face. So now let me try to deal with that one too. 

The ‘actually-existing’ relationship between society and the state is this one. Society consists in all the people: rulers and ruled. The state consists in some of the people: rulers. And this is the case however those ‘some’ are arrived at. To the extent to which it has been achieved, the rule of law – as opposed to the rule of rulers – is undoubtedly a fine achievement. But short of ‘deep democracy’ – an idea I’m just about to expound – that ‘extent’ is very far indeed from being complete. 
Start at the level of political principle. Think of ‘deep democracy’ – a democracy which of course has never existed – as the situation in which it really was the case that government was of the people (all of them, equally), by the people (all of them, equally), for the people (all of them, equally): if you like, the situation where Lincoln’s words met Rawls’s ‘public reason’ - - - as the reason of free and equal citizens in a political community. In such a (limiting case) situation, the distinction between society and the state would disappear. Why? Because it’s not possible even to conceptualise an ‘all’ (itself) ‘intervening’ in an ‘all’ (themselves). It’s only when ‘the state’ is not one of deep democracy that its ‘intervening’ stance can be posited at all. 
Shift next down to the level of political strategy, and the question becomes: ‘how can the further democratisation of the state be best encouraged’? Shift finally down again to the level of political tactic, and it becomes: ‘given the currently less-than-deeply-democratic state which is proposing ‘intervention X’, should it be supported or resisted’? And my answers at both of these other levels – at the level of strategy and of tactic – bring me back to Cavanagh. 
First, strategy. If the question is ‘how can the further democratisation of the state be best

encouraged?’, the answer is certainly not by an even further decline into the ‘if-it-moves- privatise-it’ culture, which Cavanagh would seem to advocate. In his piece On the Jewish Question (1843), Marx suggested that the citizen of ‘a free state’ – he was referring to a free capitalist state, as one which had achieved some democracy: that is, he was referring to us – leads a stressful double life. In his ‘real’ life in civil society – which for modern as opposed to post-modern political philosophers meant market society –  he is isolated, at war with everybody else in defence of his private interests. In his ‘fantasy’ life as a citizen of the state, he is integrated into a would-be moral community, supposedly looking after the public interests of all. If deep democracy requires the fantasy to become reality, then it is those market-relations which need curtailing: those market relations which Marx called ‘the callous cash nexus’, and which our current Reith Lecturer, Michael Sandel, identified rather well in the first of his current series. 
And second, tactics. If the question is ‘given that a currently less-than-deeply-democratic state is proposing intervention X – compulsory MMR vaccination? increased income tax to pay for a basic income for all? – should it be supported or resisted?’, the answer is certainly not ‘if it produces more equality, oppose it: if it produces less equality, support it’: again, the overwhelming impression left by a dose of Cavanagh. For again, if it’s ‘deep democracy’ which is the aim, that fundamentally requires more equality, not less. 

But to conclude, let me offer a glimmer of hope for this man. For even he has a little chink of doubt about what he’s saying. 

On equality, he says that ‘the intelligent egalitarian’ would argue that ‘there are important respects in which we differ, but that the one respect in which we are equal is so important that our equality in this respect must be expressed in the way we are treated.’ Over-looking for the moment the absurdity of positing ‘respects in which we differ’ as the opposite of ‘a respect in which we are equal’ – it is sameness, not equality, which is the opposite of difference: it is inequality, not difference, which is the opposite of equality – he then argues that if there is no property that all people possess, and to an equal extent, there can be no basis for equality. So: he proceeds to examine in turn possible claims to that ‘one respect’. Humanity? Consciousness? Rationality? And on the grounds that they are all ‘degree properties’, he rejects them all. He then considers ‘the argument from fraternity’: that at our best, we find ourselves just wanting to share equally with others what we have produced, even when they have produced less, or even nothing. This he says can quite often hold good of small, intimate groups like families, but not for whole societies. For after all, the ‘standard’ economic model is one of individual competition, not of communal sharing. And since he has from the outset ruled out of consideration  anything other than the ‘standard’ economic model, that’s that.  

However: there’s just one candidate-possibility which gives him pause. Quote: ‘according to religious egalitarians, there is such a claim: the fact that we are all God’s children’. He turns this idea around for an inconclusive page or two, not sure, it would seem, what to do with it. He acknowledges that ‘it’s easy to understand why the supposed fact of being one of God’s children is thought to silence other differences: it is after all a rather unique kind of consideration’. But eventually concludes that since there is no ‘secular analogue’ for such a belief, then it will work neither for him – he’s an atheist – nor for an increasing number of people in an increasingly secular society.

Now the fact that he’s clearly troubled by this one pleases me considerably. I get the powerful impression that he’s not as satisfied as he’d like to be with his case against it. And since, also as an atheist, but of a considerably different stripe, it’s just such a ‘secular analogue’ for God which, in my book Making God, I try to construct, I’m delighted to find him so troubled!  

And there’s greater delight to follow. For next he writes: ‘Humanity has never been a collective enterprise in any substantial sense’. [me: he’s talking about the animal whose speciality, language-wrought, is cooperation]. And follows that with: ‘Simply saying that we are all God’s children emphasises our similarity in the relationship we each have separately with God, whereas it seems that what an egalitarian needs to do is emphasise the relationship we have with each other’. 

And my already very full cup delightedly runneth just over! For again it’s precisely ‘the relationship we have with each other’ which in my book, is the very basis of the ‘secular analogue’ for God I try to construct.  

Thank you for listening. 
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