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This paper is an attempt to define exploitation in a way that permits its 

incorporation into standard economic theory. 

It is safe to say that exploitation, though it plays a major role in 

Marxist theory, does not now playa role in standard economic theory. Economic 

theory and principles texts either ignore the concept, take it to be no more 

than monopsony/oligopsony, or mention it, often in the Marxist formulation, 

only to criticize it. 

Is this justified? Let us begin by forgetting about the word exploitation, 

dismissing it from our minds entirely. Let us begin with what we do know and 

do take seriously as a scientific concept in standard economics: productive 

activity. As is well known, productive activity is economic activity that 

obtains an income by benefitting someone. An individual or group receives 

an income by turning out (or participating in turning out) a good, something 

that has utility for someone. Without question, productive activity is firmly 

established in the conceptual framework of standard economics. But, with 

productive activity established there, it is easy to see that the following 

is possible within that framework: an economic activity which obtains income 

by harming other people. This "activity X" may not exist in fact -- in the 

real world that we walk around in every day. It may never have existed in 

the past, and it may never exist in the future. But it is a possibility, a 

concept, though unnamed, that has as legitimate a place within the conceptual 

framework of standard economics as does productive activity. One is an econo

mic activity that obtains income by harming others; one is an economic activity 

that obtains income by benefitting them. 

This activity X, though it can be formulated in standard economic terms, 

has not been incorporated into standard economic theory. That part of standard 
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Nonetheless, exploitation can be included in a science of economics. Economics 

studies human beings. Unlike the objects of study of many sciences, human 

beings make value judgments/valuations. One is that they are being benefitted 

by something. Utility does not refer to an inherent attribute of an object 

called a good, but is a way of expressing a reaction in a human mind to such 

an object. "X is a good" is someone's value judgment. The presence in stan

dard economics of this clear value judgment has not kept standard economics 

from considering itself to be a positive science. Standard economics studies 

people's value judgments and their behavioral manifestations. All the social 

sciences do. People can make a value judgment not only that they are being 

benefitted, but also that they are being harmed, consequently behaving in 

different ways. Our job as scientists is to study this. 

Why should we at least try to include exploitation in economics? There 

are only two possibilities: exploitation is important or it is not. If 

exploitation is important, then the advantages of including it are obvious. 

There is a very good chance that it is an important phenomena. Elementary, 

almost logical analysis suggests it, as does the historical evidence, and a 

case can be made that it is important in the present too, not only because 

of current exploitation, but because of the dead hand of the past. 

Exploitation is essentially taking of either goods or factors. In the 

absence of resistance to this taking (counter-exploitative activity), exploi

tation is a much lower cost way of obtaining goods than producing them. There 

is no guarantee that counter-exploitative activity, even if present, will be 

able to stop all exploitative activity. And if those that benefit from exploi

tation have control over the society, (through the government, to name perhaps 

the most important form), they are unlikely to stop the forms of exploitation 

that they benefit from. Exploitation has been important historically. An 
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economic historian, M. I. Finley, has written "When any society we can trace 

attained a stage of sufficient resources and power in some hands ... so that a 

labor force was demanded greater than could be provided by the household or 

kinship group, that labor force was obtained not by hiring it, but by compelling 

it" (1973, p.l?). Economics as a science should be for all seasons, not just 

the present, if the present be thought free of exploitation. And in fact it 

is hard to believe that the present is anywhere near free from exploitation. 

It is clear that governments can act exploitatively. Governments are rule

making bodies with resources at their command and with the power to enforce 

the rules. The rules may be exploitative, as may the allocation of resources. 

When a relative few have differential access to the government, as is still 

true in most nations today, the logic of their position should establish, at 

least for an economist, that they will employ the government in a profitable 

and hence exploitative way. This has been demonstrated time and time again. l 

Moreover, it should be clear that past exploitation has had an impact on the 

present. To take just one important example, present day land tenure patterns 

in Latin America and elsewhere have been strongly influenced by past governmental 

actions which can be fairly characterized as exploitative. People still suffer 

and benefit from these actions, though they happened long ago. 

Even if exploitation turns out to be not important, which I strongly 

doubt, it will be worthwhile to have considered the subject openly. It should 

be realized that for many of the world's economists and people, we conventional 

economists are lackeys of capitalism, which is viewed, perhaps incorrectly, 

as being the source of exploitation. For them, as well as for many others, 

1
For example, see Andreski (1966) and Glade (1969). 
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there is little doubt that people do benefit by harming others and that this 

phenomena is important. Yet they see economics in capitalist countries with

out any real analysis of the economics of harm. (About the only thing which 

causes disutility and which is incorporated into the analysis is work. And 

of course abstinence:) Is it any wonder that they are critical of us. A 

debate on this point, with Marxists included, is necessary I think for the 

integrity of the profession, and I have weighed my words in saying this. 

The first part of the paper discusses briefly some characteristics of 

exploitation that serve to locate exploitation within the conceptual frame

work of economics and to distinguish it from other concepts there. The 

second section presents some characteristics of exploitation that essentially 

do not fit into a standard economic framework, but which merit inclusion in 

a treatment of the subject. The third section considers some previous defi

nitions of exploitation as well as of crime, and some possible objections to 

my view. Crime was included because, though standard economics does not treat 

the economics of harm in its generality, it is nonetheless valuable to see how 

a subspecies is treated. 

I 

1. Exploitation is economic activity. The standard boundary-setting 

definition of economics is that which is concerned with the allocation of 

scarce resources. Exploitative activity typically uses scarce resources, 

as well as influencing their allocation in other ways. As mentioned, the 

activity also obtains (earns?) a return. 

2. Exploitation is unproductive economic activity. It does not generate 

a utility-creating good or service. The appropriation of goods through con

quest would be a clear example of the unproductive nature of exploitative 

activity. Goods are obtained, but they cannot be said to be produced. 
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Sometimes, however, production and exploitation are more closely intertwined, 

and the distinction must be made more on a conceptual level. Monopoly provides 

a familiar illustration of this point. Monopolists produce goods. However, 

their monopoly profits -- their exploitative return -- are distinguished by 

economists from normal profits and other expenses, which are returns to pro

ductive activity. Similarly slavery, for example, can be divided into an 

exploitative part, "holding people in bondage", and a productive part, the 

production of some economic good. (Note that the exploitative use of resources 

means the use of resources for the specifically exploitative part, e.g. the 

resources used in monopolizing or keeping people in slavery.) 

3. Exploitation restructures the alternatives open to others. The impor

tant assumption of rational individual choice would seem to be violated by 

exploitative activity. ~~hy would the "consumer" of exploitation, the person 

exploited, choose to have his satisfaction reduced? It is important to recog

nize that the assumption of rational individual choice is maintained. The 

disutility that exploitation produces is not produced in the same way that 

producti ve acti vi ty produces uti 1ity in the form of a "bad" that 1i ke a 

good can be taken or left alone. It is not like some foul product that would 

harm the person foolish enough to choose it. Rather the ingenuity of exploi

tative activity consists in restructuring the alternatives facing others so 

as to profit by their new behavior. This restructuring reduces the value of 

the opportunities open to others. The opportunity set facing at least some 

individuals in an economic system with exploitation is different than, oro

vides less opportunity than in an economic system completely composed of 

productive activities. 

While from one point of view there can be considered to be a very large 

number of ways that this restructuring can occur, it is worthwhile to try to 

express some of the more general ways that the various forms of exploitative 
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activity have succeeded in reducing others' welfare. There are at least 

three ways worthy of mention: threat, the intertwining of harm with a good, 

and deception. 

A major way is by threat. Consider the situation where A gives B the 

choice "your money or your life". Both B's alternatives are worse than he 

is presumed to have in the standard model, where life and command over his 

own resources are assumed. A uses his resources not to create a good, but 

to create a creditable disutility for B which he will pay to escape from. 

At least sometimes it would seem the word threat may be somewhat misleading 

to the extent that it implies a consciousness on A's part of what is being 

done, which, when A is a group, is not always true for the members of that 

group. For example, if unemployment is the typical situation of a capitalist 

economy, workers may find themselves taking less than their marginal product 

in order to (try to) escape from an even more undesirable alternative. Yet 

the unemployment may not be consciously promoted by the capitalists and even 

if it is, may not be consciously advocated for this reason but for others 

(e.g. "containing inflation"). 

A second way is by intertwining the exploitation with the production of 

goods. This is illustrated in the standard economic analysis of monopoly, 

where monopoly profits, the returns to exploitatio~ are distinct from normal 

profits. 

In deception, someone makes the worse appear the better choice, a mis

leading picture is painted of the alternatives, so the person deceived chooses 

an alternative less valuable to him. 

4. Exploitation provokes special reactions. Exploitative activity is 

viewed differently than productive activity. One important difference is that 

typically exploitation does, and productive activity does not, provode "disap

proval reactions." Seeing a thief at work, we call the police, a reaction not 
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generated by seeing a farmer at work. These disapproval reactions vary 

according to the circumstances. There is currently an agency to deal with 

thievery and so it is phoned. A slave, with no agency to handle the type 

of exploitative activity that he confronts may react by "dragging his feet" 

or with "acts of sabotage." Indeed, as often occurs in human affairs, there 

is a definite tendency to reply in kind, so those who constrict others' alter

natives are likely to face retaliation. The "long arm of the law" puts 

criminals in jail; the oppressed take up arms against their oppressors; and 

the strategy of spending millions for defense and not one red cent for tribute 

is widely approved. 2 

5. Exploitation is inefficient and may worsen the income distribution. 

Why is such activity disapproved? Economics has two reasons for disapproving 

of one situation relative to another: inefficiency, as judged by the Pareto 

criterion, and income distribution, as translated into utility and evaluated 

by a social welfare function. Economics thus captures two reasons why exploi

tation provokes disapproval. Exploitation is inefficient, since, inter alia, 

carrying it out requires resources which could be turned to productive ends. 

Exploitation may also worsen the income distribution and, depending on the 

specific social welfare function employed, may result in a lower evaluation 

2What is the conceptual status of counter-exploitative activity? It is 
economic in that people such as policemen may earn their living this way, and 
of course, it involves the use of scarce resources. Is it productive activity? 
It is certainly worthwhile. The difficulties may be posed thusly. Suppose 
the policemen guarding my garden from others be considered to act productively. 
But then what if my fellow citizens, by tending their gardens in the Voltarian 
sense, obviate the need for the policemen. Are they then acting productively? 
What are they producing? What does the production function look like? What 
is their marginal product and are they receiving it? If not, why not? Since 
space does not permit an extended discussion of these points, let us simply 
observe that since exploitative activity does not appear in the typical con
struction of an economic system, counter-exploitative activity must have an 
anomalous standing. 
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by this function than would have occurred in the absence of exploitation. 

Considering the overall impact of exploitation, we would say that exploita

tion not only may, but does in fact, worsen the income distribution. 

In summary then, a reasonable definition of exploitation for economics 

is: an unproductive economic activity which obtains income by harming other 

people through the unfavorable restructuring of their alternatives which they 

react against. Such a definition not only locates exploitation within the 

conceptual framework of economics, but also tells what is unique about 

exploitation. 

I I 

What else is wrong with exploitation? It is important to pursue this 

question as an adequate understanding of exploitation and people's response 

to it requires going beyond the boundaries of the territory typically consi

dered economic. 

It is easily shown that the reasons given above for the (relative) dis

approval of situations in economics singly or jointly fail to capture com

pletely the reasons for the disapproval of exploitative economic activity. 

There is no doubt that exploitation may worsen the utility distribution as 

evaluated by any number of specific social welfare functions. However, the 

essential point in judging exploitative economic activity arises not as a 

result of the distribution of utility, but rather the nature of the activity 

undertaken. Exploitation, even though it changes the distribution of income 

in a way that would be otherwise approved of, is not thereby approved of. 

A poor robber, for example, may be excused, but, as the way of expression 

suggests, there has been an offense, in spite of the fact that his actions 

result in an improved distribution of income. Although exploitation causes 

inefficiency, it is disapproved of for other reasons as well. To see this, 
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consider that monopolists might give up monopoly pricing if they could be 

assured of maintaining their monopoly profits, plus a bit more, and if the 

bit more did not exceed the deadweight loss, others also could be made better 

off. Though such a bribe would eliminate the inefficiency, it can be easily 

seen that some could still object. As these objections lie outside of eco

nomics as presently construed, in order to properly appreciate them it is 

necessary to have some idea of the relevant boundary of economics. 

Economics studies human beings, and human beings assign a valuation to 

things and courses of action and undertake action based on these valuations. 

Each valuation may have more than one dimension. These dimensions refer to 

the human mind. As mentioned, utility, for example, does not refer to an 

attribute of an object called a good, but is a way of expressing a reaction 

in a human mind to such an object. Considering each valuation as a vector, 

the dimension of the space that they in total span is even greater. The 

dimensions of valuation may be suggested in part by such words as pleasure, 

pain, right, thirstquenching, charitable, hope, fear, sacred and profane love, 

truth-loving, just, drunken, irresponsible, conscious, violent, sinful, hating, 

trustworthy, duty, honor, patriotism, negligent, grateful, fair, of sound mind, 

heroic, comfortable, greedy, and funny. Yet economists consider only the pro

jection of this multi-dimensional valuation of action and things on to only 

one dimension -- the utility dimension. This is a useful dimension to be sure, 

but we must not consider projection onto this dimension to be the reality of 

human life anymore than we would consider the shadows on the cave wall to be 

the object itself. Nor must we think that the shadows on the utility wall 

always capture everything important to economics about human valuation. When 

they do not, we must look elsewhere in the dimensions of human valuation and 

not shun what we find there as "value judgments", or to put it more neutrally, 
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valuations. These value judgments do not appear because of any intrusion by 

the writer, but because of the nature of human beings as valuing creatures. 

Though such dimensions of the domain of the human spirit may be both more 

difficult to express and understand and may be less useful in the typical 

work of typical economists, they may be as legitimately entered by economists 

in search of the truth as the utility dimension. In fact, when the problem 

requires such entry, not entering these dimensions would be a serious vio

lation of the canons of scientific inquiry. 

It will probably be shorter, easier to understand, and asuccinctway of 

expressing even the psychological truth, if what follows in this section is 

considered to be spoken not by the present writer -- his job has been trans

lation -- but by someone who has come as a messenger from a well populated 

realm to speak to a people who have their language, their councilS, and honor 

among them, who know themselves by the name economists. 

First of all, exploitation is wrong. I~ot right, 
wrong. Not just in the important sense in which an 
answer to an arithmetic problem may be said to be wrong, 
but in a sense which makes this use seem comparatively 
trivial. Wrong means something special. It relates to 
human action. No animal, natural event, or mechanical 
contrivance can be wrong. It is not a term to be applied 
or to be taken lightly. The contrast has been put dif
ferently, ri ght or wrong, good or evi 1, vi rtue or sin, 
sancti fi ed by God or puni shed, the vlay or ways. Though 
their meanings may differ somewhat -- we are talking 
about phenomena difficult to see, which in fact can't 
literally be seen, phenomena of the spirit, and the way 
they have been described over very long periods -- their 
meaning is relatively close together, certainly by con
trast with utility. A virtuous man chooses the right 
way; a sinful man chooses the wrong way. In both cases 
they choose what has the highest utility for them but 
for us the result is completely different, according to 
the choice. 

Exploitative economic activity is wrong because it 
is wrong for one man to harm another. Exceptions are 
made -- basically because they sometimes must be, given 
the nature of things -- but'these exceptions must be jus
tified. In the absence of justification one man harming 
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another is wrong. In fact, exploitative economic activity 
is unnecessary, and thus unjustifiable. Its practitioners 
need not harm others to benefit themselves. Can they not 
work productively like other men? Are they so malformed 
that they must take from others? If so, what is the nature 
of this deformity? Exploitative economic activity is wrong 
because it is unjustifiable harm of others. Such activity 
deserves the term exploitative not only because of the des
criptiveness of the term and consonance of such usage with 
previous usage of the word, but also because unjustifiable 
harm to others requires a term of opprobrium and the term 
exploitation has found disfavor among men. It is not the 
only term that has been used however. 

This harm extends beyond the appropriation of what 
we call material goods, the kind that have ordinary pro
duction functions and that economists refer to as goods 
and services. Consider the situation of a producer in a 
productive system, one where exploitation does not exist, 
much less being the dominant and most highly rewarded 
type of activity. He is cheered by the fact that he is 
helping others and they are helping him and they are work
ing together in an important venture, supplying the mater
ial goods of society. Such utility is quite apart from 
the utility of the material goods and services themselves, 
though economists, having no obvious place to put such 
utility, may think it resides with the material goods. 
In an exploitative economic system, such sources of satis
faction collapse. Even if a man produces, but does not 
exploit, he is no longer participating in a cooperative 
venture. In a productive system, work could be offered 
as a token of esteem for others, and thereby made less 
difficult. In an exploitative economic system, work is 
not so easily or so willingly done: it is not so easy to 
help those that harm you. In an exploitative economic 
system, sacrifice tends to become foolish, work unrewarding, 
and a shadow is cast upon one's best efforts. 

Moreover, even if we are not exploited in the sense 
used in the paper of a diminunition of our material goods, 
we may still be harmed. In a productive system, in choosing 
an occupation and applying ourselves to it, we could be 
confident that the living we earned thereby reflected in 
some measure our contribution to others. In an exploitative 
system, we do not know whether refusing to seek greater 
material gain is properly avoiding exploitative activity, 
or improperly hiding our talents. For example, -in an 
exploitative system, we may avoid the search for truth, 
or be burdened in the search, because of the uses to which 
the truth is put. The Camelot that is the quest for know
ledge transformed into Project Camelot. In an exploitative 
world and economic system, our material goods come to us 
at a lower price overall because of exploitation. Those 
who may be said to be directly involved in exploitation, 
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for example, in an economic system with slavery, the man 
who captured slaves and the man who owned them, do not 
extract all the "benefit," or surplus. Some of the "benefit" 
passes to us, appearing in your terminology as consumers' 
surplus. But, for us, this doesn't improve our welfare, 
it lowers it. Such an origin makes the cup bitter, and 
the clothing made under such conditions is stained with 
the sacrifice of those that made it. Since, in the sense 
that you take it, the goods themselves have not changed -
the stain causes no chemical alteration in the clothing -
you would consider such behavior on our part a "change in 
tastes" as otherwise rejecting a lower price would be 
irrational. But our tastes have not changed, and we are 
not irrational. You might consider adopting one important 
meaning of our word spiritual which in a natural, as opposed 
to supernatural, way is used to identify such situations. 
We recognize, as you do, that the stain above, for example, 
is not visible, not tangible, not material, yet it is unde
ni ab ly real, and, for us, important. vJe descri be it as a 
spiritual stain. Not only is no man an island, but when 
the creation of goods calls into question the nature of 
the relationship between men, neither are such goods unto 
themselves entire. 

Since the economic system is so intertwined, the effects 
of exploitation are not confined in any obvious way. The 
transformation from values, those prices thrown up by a com
pletely productive system, to prices, those which obtain in 
a system where exploitation exists, is very complex and most 
obviously similar to a nightmare problem in corporation tax 
incidence. This intertwining tempers our pleasure in every
thing. And we do not want to ignore, or "erase" the values, 
because that would mean we know the price of everything and 
the value of nothing. 

As we are material creatures we must participate in 
that part of the world known as economic activity. Thus we 
are implicated in the oppression of our brothers to some 
extent, as we do benefit in the sense well known in econo
mi cs from thei r expl oi tati on. vJe cannot rely on the "market" 
as you understand it to eliminate this harm we do our bro
ther. In what corner of the market are wrongs righted? 
Exploitation has by no means been driven to a single corner. 
Even if it were, a single country, for example, would we be 
helping the workers of that country by not buying ( or buying) 
what they produce? 

Exploitation is very damaging to what we consider to 
be the highest parts of our being. You don't pay much, in 
a real sense any, attention to our better natures, a land
mark of our being widely recognized under different approxi
mations. You take a snapshot of a shadow of our souls at 
one moment and refer to it as tastes. We believe (know, 
see "through a glass darkly") that there are pathways in 
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our being, and the pathways, to simplify them and thereby 
see them more clearly, lead toward good and toward evil, 
to use the word that many of us do. Both have utility, 
the first obviously so. The utility of the second is 
recognized in our idea of temptations. Gluttony, for 
example, is revealed preferred to gluttons. Your snap
shots are, for us, subject to some degree of ordering. 
Though the rank order correlation may not be a positive 
value of one, when our different orderings are compared, 
they will be much more positive than if we were to corre
late what one of us takes as good with what another takes 
as evil, (or whatever the similar concept is named). You 
do not have to believe in good and evil in the way that 
we do. In fact, you cannot, as you have legitimately 
adopted the way of being of scientists, and must confine 
yourself to the natural realm. But you may legitimately 
recognize that when large numbers of people order the 
world with some degree of similarity, and shape their 
behavior to some degree by this ordering, then this struc
ture -- the moral order -- has empirical consequences. 
Such a moral code is as real as that of any double helix; 
they are both passed from generation to generation, and 
pattern human behavior. 

Exploitation requires harming one's fellow man. 
Those who live by exploitation may come to enjoy harming 
others. Those humans who are at this stage we call beasts, 
wronging beasts perhaps, but showing how we felt and indi
cating that we could not do this blindly, unreasoningly, 
ignoring our rational natures by which we could comprehend 
the Word, and setting aside the possibility we have of 
self control. 

The unpleasantness involved in participating in exploi
tation and the difficulty in escaping from such participation 
may lead us to shut out such knowledge to some degree as we 
do not wish to bear even a share of such a burden. 

The psychological reaction against exploitation can 
have serious consequences for what we refer to as the souls 
of those exploited. For example, in a poet's words: "by 
Despair, bred hangdog dull, by Rage, manwolf, worse." 

Many people in the world want to do good and be good. 
We don't always succeed; many other things interfere, 
including our own natures. But the idea occupies a spe
cial place in our hearts, and it has for a long time. 
When unsatisfied for a long time, it can become, like 
other needs, a thirst. Exploitation interferes with our 
doing good. A question we ask is "why do sinners ways 
prosper?" A first approximation to the answer, and thereby 
too cynical, is to say that it happens because they control 
the system that delivers material prosperity. In many ways 
exploitation promotes false values; for many reasons, inclu
ding control over material rewards, exploiters' ways tend 
to be adopted. 
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But we recognize that in many cases the people in 
charge cannot be held responsible for, do not cause in 
a full sense, the harm being done. For example, a slave
holder could well be a good man even though he was a par
ticipant in and a beneficiary of a monstrous system. Yet 
though no man or group of men can be held completely ac
countable the harm can still exist, and often does. This 
is one thing that our idea of the devil or the forces of 
evil help us to keep track of. Such ways of expressing 
it may not be acceptable in your language, and may seem 
archaic or foolish, but do mark the important truth in it 
which is understandable in your language. Harm can be 
done to people that cannot be blamed on other natural 
people. It is harm, and its existence cannot be denied, 
as many seem to think, because no one is causing it. 
Neither, on the other hand is it to be considered and 
accepted like a force of nature, a sort of ill wind that 
nothing can be done about, a fact of life, the way of the 
world. Such evil is difficult to see clearly and as a 
result can live among us and harm us for a very long time. 
For example, "being practical" can mean adjusting to a 
world with evil in it -- compromising with evil. This 
phenomena can be studied in your own terms. You do have 
the notion of technological progress. You might have to 
extend it a bit to consider a work we have tried to do: 
non-technological progress, the process of civilization 
in the sense now nearly forgotten, the softening by slow 
degrees of a harsh race, the painfully slow, often retro
grade, enormously beneficial retreat from the world that 
Hobbes described so succinctly. After this, perhaps it 
wouldn't be so difficult to understand in your terms the 
notion that the evil men do lives after them. And it 
should be possible to study in a broader way the effects 
that powers and principalities, amoral beings like corpor
ate entities, have when their search for profits takes 
them out of productive territory and turns them from 
"invisible hand" commensuals into beasts that prey on us. 

Exploitation confuses the path in other ways. You 
recognize in your theory of the second best, that action 
that would improve things if there was only one thing wrong 
may make things worse when there are many things wrong. 
This is an independent discovery (sadly) of things known 
to us long ago. In the presence of wrong, so often, even 
tautologically, motivated by the prospect of gain, prac
ticing some virtues can lead to even greater wrong. Turn
ing the other cheek may become appeasement. A religious 
virtue, such as the ability to detach one(s self from ma
terial concerns, may become an opiate. Thus, in order to 
fight against wrong, it seemed that there sometimes remained 
no alternative but to act in a way that we would normally 
condemn. Both sides doing what in many ways were the same 
thing blurred the difference between right and wrong, espe
cially as it passed through the incredible tangle of motive 
and action called history. Right, it appeared, was on 
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everyone's side, and rather than recognize an index number 
problem, many became cynical about the difference between 
right and wrong. Moreover, the idea of right, in a fate 
similar to that of other goods and factors of production, 
was captured and used for selfish ends, further blurring 
the distinction. 

So you see how we feel about exploitation -- harming 
another for material gain, and something of what we under
stand about the principal ways it affects us. There is a 
difference of opinion among us, however. Many of us do not 
believe that types of exploitation that have been described 
by many writers are actually happening, while others think 
that they are very important. You may imagine the reaction 
of those of us that don't believe if these forms of exploi
tation are actually occurring. You know how apologetic we 
are when we accidently do some small damage to another. 
If these forms of harm to others are real, our embarrassment 
and shame, our mortification, will be much greater. Thus, 
even those of us who don't now believe in such exploitation 
and would not be materially harmed but even benefitted by 
it, believe that the claim deserves a fair hearing. The 
time for weighing such matters is here. Your assistance 
would be valuable. As you know, I am not a real person. 
I am only a personification. But my people are real, and 
I believe this is their message. In the name of my people, 
I request your help. 

I I I 

The economist whose idea of exploitation is closest to that presented in 

this paper is Kenneth Boulding. Boulding's definition of exploitation is "a 

grant of an exchangeable ... that is regarded by the grantor at least as ille

gitemate" (1973, p. 63). As there are two types of grants for Boulding, 

gifts, grants made out of benevolence, and tribute, grants made out of fear 

and under threat, it would seem that the second is by far the major source 

of exploitation, as people would typically not give benevolently for purposes 

they regarded as illegitimate. Thus, Boulding's concept, though expressed 

differently, is actually not very different, especially when it is recognized 

that his notion of illegitimacy is a way of expressing the frame of mind that 

leads to the special reactions referred to above -- action against rather 

than tolerance. 
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The use of the word illegitimate does help to remind us of something 

that perhaps has not been brought out sufficiently -- that some kinds of harm 

are perceived as legitimate. Drafting men to fight in a (just) war would be 

one example. There is a tendency to talk about such legitimate harm in such 

a way as to deemphasize or deny the harm (e.g. going to war is a duty or gives 

one an opportunity to show one's heroic qualities) but nonetheless there are 

some things that do harm people that are perceived as acceptable and thus do 

not qualify as exploitation. 

The major difference is that possibly Boulding's definition of exploi

tation is narrower. The intertwining of bads with goods, as in monopoly, and 

exploitation by deception, is included in our definition of exploitation, but 

it is not clear if they fit into his def-inition, or if he wants them to. It 

seems to me that the essential way that exploitation can enter conventional 

economics is through the notion of harm, as it is symmetrical with benefit. 

It thus would seem unwise to limit use of the term exploitation to only one 

of the ways in which harm can be caused. 

Exploitation has appeared in economics in the works of A. C. Pigou, E. H. 

Chamberlin, and Joan Robinson, to name three prominent contributors to an essen

tially similar view. Their and others view of exploitation is essentially that 

caused by monopsony/oligopsony, with, in some cases (e.g. Pigou) other forms of 

imperfect competition included as well. My objection to this approach is essen

tially similar to that made above: that it would be unwise to limit use of the 

word exploitation to only some of the ways in which it can occur. Exploitation 

can occur even when workers are paid the value of the marginal product, as 

could be the case in a long-run competitive equilibrium in slavery, for example, 

when the short run inequality of marginal product and a low wage causes not an 

increase in the wage, but an expansion of the slave labor force so that the mar

ginal product falls. 
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As standard economics has not considered exploitation in its generality, 

the motivation for looking at definitions of crime was to see how an analo

gous situation was treated. Crime was not defined analytically in the literature 

on the economics of crime. What was considered as crime was what in fact was 

held to be crime by the legislature or whoever could be considered "in charge" 

of defining crime. This solution is essentially similar to mine for explana

tion, both definitions being behaviorally based. While Becker also adopted 

this approach, he presented characteristics of crime relevant to economics as 

well. In the main, we both agree. We both consider exploitation in my case, 

crime in his, as causing harm, using scarce resources, and obtaining an in

come. The major possible difference is that Becker may consider crime as a 

productive activity. Stigler certainly does (1970, p. 529). Becker never 

says so specifically, but he does say that "criminal activities are an impor

tant subset of the class of activities that cause [external] diseconomies" 

(1968, p. 173). As economies and diseconomies typically refer to either pro

duction or consumption (transfers usually being taken as benefitting one and 

harming another without use of the terminology of externalities), and as many 

of the crimes he mentions are definitely not consumption crimes, he, perhaps 

inadvertently, permits us to infer that crime is productive. This is defi

nitely to be avoided. To call crime productive would represent such a radical 

departure from the common sense meaning of the word as to be chillingly 

Orwellian (black is white). In ordinary usage, crime and an "honest living" 

are definitely different. Is a thief that steals my television set to be 

considered as producing that set and causing an external diseconomy for me 

that turns out to be identical to the production, down to the serial numbers? 

Surely such thinking would open us to ridicule and censure from the generGl 

public. Unfortunately, without a named and noticed category of exploitation/ 

harm it is easy to make this mistake. Scarce resources (called in economics 
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productive resources~) are being used, a return is being obtained (earned~), 

and thus the activity passes the test of the market~ 

It will now be useful to consider some objections to our position. While 

I do not think they are valid in the sense of being correct reasons for reject

ing the view of exploitation proposed here, they certainly are worthwhile objec

tions in the sense that they do bring up points worthy of discussion. 

One objection might arise over the role the perception of harm plays. It 

should be agreed that it is worthwhile to say that not only is exploitation 

harmful to a person, but that that person should perceive that it is harm, as 

it puts things on a behavioral basis identical to the way the concept of a 

good is treated in economics. But then what about deception? Harm done decep

tively would not be perceived as harm, and thus the behavioral basis for the 

assigning of harm would seem to be removed. Is there then any basis for 

calling it harm except the not-to-be-credited value judgment on the part of 

the observer? I think the basis for calling it harm is that it would be per

ceived as harm by the people in question according to their own standards if 

only they knew. Presumably there is a certain cost to maintaining the decep

tion which in principle could be measured although this would not be an easy 

task. This problem. is not confined to exploitation. A similar problem arises 

in defining goods where it is typically ignored or, more precisely, swept under 

the rug of "consumer soverei gnty." Is anythi ng that peopl e buy to be cons i 

dered a good? The common sense answer is certainly not: people can be de

ceived and manipulated. But then it becomes a difficult question to decide 

just when. In economic practice everything that is bought is treated as a 

good. But in a world where deception exists, this treatment is a value judg

ment, and an incorrect one at that. The empirical and even philosophical 

difficulties in deciding when in fact something is deception should not cause 

us to deny the fact that harm can exist in this way. 
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A second objection is: do we want to base a science on false claims of 

exploitation? It is often much more difficult to tell when harm is being done 

rather than good. Moreover, it is very tempting to blame your troubles on 

someone else. Thus it is possible that many claims of exploitation are un

founded. Do we want to base a science on such claims? As behavioral scien

tists, I think we have no choice but to note people1s perceptions. If they 

act as if they are being harmed, we are to accept it, just as we accept peo

ple's judgment that they are being benefitted. Whether or not their percep

tions are erroneous, they have empirical consequences, often major ones, as 

the case of Russia and China indicate. Further, what is the probability that 

the claims are going to be unfounded? Limitations of time, etc. are going to 

mean that we are going to focus on the most important claims of exploitation. 

When we consider any of those that have some claim to being in the "top 40" -

for example, the blacks of the United States or South Africa, the Pal~tinians, 

the peasants of South America, it is difficult to believe that the possibility 

that they have been harmed by exploitation past or present can be dismissed 

out of hand. 

While I think this should be our position as behavioral scientists, as 

human beings and as people who will help influence government policy there is 

absolutely no doubt that we should evaluate claims of exploitation. While it 

might be said that these evaluations are just value judgments, the fact is 

that the traditions employed, such as impartiality, in making such value judg

ments (as exemplified in the golden rule) typically make them susceptible of 

wider adherence. And it should be remembered that though value judgments may 

be something to be avoided by scientists, value judgments have been indispen

sably important to us as human beings. 
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Finally, it might be thought that the proper field for considering exploi

tation is not economics but political science. While I do not doubt that poli

tical science has much to contribute, there are many reasons why exploitation 

should be considered in economics. It falls within the classical boundaries of 

economics as the subject concerned with the allocation of scarce resources. 

Secondly, areas in which economists have done work, game theory and voting 

behavior, can be adapted to the study of exploitation though perhaps with some 

modification. 3 It is not clear how long the process of an adequate mathema

tization of an economic system which includes exploitation will take, but 

that of course is no reason for not beginning. Perhaps most importantly, an 

economic system with exploitation is different than an economic system without. 

To mention only a few, in a typical exploitative system, payment is not accor

ding to productivity, especially marginal productivity. There is a transfor

mation problem in going from the work of productive relations to the world of 

payments. Consumption is not solely determined by one's unfettered tastes in 

goods as an indifference map would suggest. Much of what is now viewed as 

human capital formation may not be. And many things, like discrimination, 

social stratification and government's role need to be viewed in a substantially 

different light. 

I do not pretend that all of the questions have been answered that could 

be raised about exploitation nor have all the difficulties been resolved that 

3The late Oscar Morgenstern also thought exploitation could be studied 
with game theory (1972, p. 1185). The major limitation of game theory might 
turn out to be that the characteristic function is defined with respect to 
what the given coalition can win acting against all others. This should be 
adequate to capture some major aspects of exploitation, but will not be ade
quate to study such phenomena as cross-cutting coalitions and coalitions 
within coalitions. While the work done by economists in voting behavior is 
useful, it certainly will need to be recognized that there are other sources 
of control over the outcome (military might, for example) in addition to votes. 
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must be before exploitation can be fully incorporated into standard economics. 

As with any important, and essentially unfamiliar subject, this will require 

thought and discussion on the part of many. The one thing that must be 

stressed is the necessity for incorporating the idea of exploitation into 

economic theory. Human welfare, as a subject for inquiry, far antedates 

economics. The harm men do to others to benefit themselves has been dis

cussed as a very important type of "evil". Such harm was taken as a plain 

fact of life. Its existence was never questioned; rather its importance 

often seemed to require explanation. Thus Leibnitz, to name a central fig

ure, thought that this world was "the best of all possible worlds" and that 

the undeniably present evil was all "necessary evil". (God, maximizing the 

welfare of his imperfect creatures, minimized harm, evil.) Leibnitz was 

severely criticized for this latter notion. The idea that the harm men do 

to each other was necessary seemed especially preposterous. Economics, as 

a science, has been committed to natural, not supernatural, explanation of 

the causes of wel- and il-fare, with of course a major advance, now itself 

quite old, being an "invisible hand," detached from a supernatural origin, 

which explained how men were led to do good, though it was no part of their 

intention. Yet centuries later, in a science that concerns itself with 

human welfare; that is, as the queen of the social sciences, a major intel

lectual heir of this tradition and of Liebnitz' mathematical techniques as 

well, we not only have no such subtle understanding of how harm can be 

caused "invisibly," we do not even have an adequate conception, let alone 

analysis, of what was obvious to him and everyone else in this tradition: 

men, for their own benefit, can and do harm others. Incredible. Shameful. 

Remediable. 
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