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My thesis is that paying close attention to the means of production—and who owns them— is 

necessarily integral to the design of solidarity-producing institutions.  Showing why this is so 

is a complex task that I can only begin to sketch here.  Insofar as “solidaristic institutional 

design” is a distinctive “line of research within political philosophy,” I will be happy if I can 

convince you that the concept of the means of production is an essential tool.  

The topic is the question whether the means of production is a fruitful focal concept.  It is 

not the further question whether or not public ownership of the means of production should 

be a demand or the central demand to be derived from the best principles of justice.  Nor is 

it the further question of what ownership of the means of production would entail.  
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Ownership and property are complex ideas.  Lawyers learn about a proverbial “bundle of 

sticks” that comprises the more familiar incidents of property ownership.  A right to use and 

enjoy.  A right to exclude others from using or enjoying.  A right to sell, loan, lease out, or to 

pledge as collateral.  A right to transform and even to destroy.  A right to convey title by 

inheritance.   And so on.  Two incidents that are of chief concern are the right direct the 

deployment of productive assets and the right to the revenues from their deployment or sale: 

but it is a fair question whether regulation or corporate democracy would be just as effective 

as outright ownership.  Obviously, if the means of production are a mere phantom or fetish, 

it would appear to be at least fetishistic, and possibly even worse, to dwell on the question of 

how and whether they ought to be owned.   

So, the thesis of this paper is that political philosophy can and ought to make use of the 

concept of the means of production.  The thesis is not that justice requires public ownership 

or that justice permits or requires (possibilities of) private ownership of the means of 

production.  Nor does the paper stake out a position on what public ownership might or 

might not consist it.  These are important but further questions.  But, again, if there is no 

important and coherent concept of the means of production, there is not likely to be any 

good return paid for worrying over what public or other ownership of them involves.  
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I. What Are the Means of Production?  Definitions. 

A. The Literal Approach   

Here and throughout, I mean “productive” to be understood in a wide sense, including 

services and distribution.  The literal approach I have in mind is not exclusive but inclusive: it 

takes the means of production to comprise anything that is or can be put to productive use in 

the wide sense I just stipulated.  For instance, consider Robert Oppenheimer’s answer to a 

question put to him by Lewis Strauss, a member of the Atomic Energy Commission.  The 

AEC was weighing whether to approve the export of small amounts of radioactive material 

for medical research.  Strauss was opposed to exporting any technology whatsoever that 

might be put to use to develop atomic weaponry, and tried to get Oppenheimer to concede 

that the isotopes at issue might be diverted to such purposes.  Not liking Strauss’s drift, 

Oppenheimer pointed out that even shovels or beer bottles could be put to such use —“In 

fact, they have.”  There was snickering, which Strauss never forgave.   

Imputing a literal meaning to a speaker can be uncharitable.  On such occasions, we would 

say that literalism denies one’s solidarity with the speaker.  Oppenheimer knew that Strauss 

was not asking about shovels and beer bottles: Strauss was asking about radioactive material 

that the United States was uniquely able to enrich, but only at enormous effort and expense. 
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Likewise, a literal interpretation of “the means of production” is uncharitably overbroad.  

That is not its main flaw: it also obscures what is important.  Political philosophy always 

investigates the institution of property.  The property question has to be analyzed into a 

family of related questions because there is significant variety within the range of things that 

might be owned as property.  Ownership of one’s body is not the same thing as ownership of 

the fruit of a tree that one has planted, or of a fox that one has chased for hours, or of an idea 

one has had.  (Or of an ocean into which one has poured one’s tomato juice.)  Because 

defining the means of production derives its importance from the fundamental question of 

property, it is vital that we not define the concept in a way that glosses over significant 

differences.  The concept of “anything that might be made use of ” simply repeats and does 

not refine the question, what justifies ownership of this salient and seemingly distinctive kind 

of thing?  Bear with me and I will make a case for the distinctiveness of the kind and its 

solidaristic significance; but first I need to set aside what I call the “evaluative approach” to 

defining the kind. 

B. The Evaluative Approach 

Since the fundamental political-philosophical question is about value anyway, it is tempting 

to define the means of production in evaluative terms.  The Marxist approach is an example: 

the means of production consist of anything that enables or could enable the extraction of 

surplus value (exploitation).  Similarly, for Proudhon, goods not meant for immediate 

consumption, whose accumulation might introduce social inequality, ought to be considered 
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“les instruments de production” and ought thus to be collectively owned.  Another possible 

example is quasi-Rawlsian: define the means of production as anything the ownership of 

which could affect the fair value of political liberty or fair equality of opportunity, or could 

affect public confidence that the basic structure is informed by a principle of reciprocity.  

This type of approach seems to have the advantage of putting the concept of the means of 

production in its proper place as a mere question of means to an end.  The end, however 

defined—flourishing, or liberal equality, say—is what imparts value to the non-intrinsically 

valuable.  “Means” means means, one might say.  I will come back to this idea, and here only 

flag two worries.  

 The first worry is that a conception framed this way may be too closely (and needlessly) tied 

to some particular and probably controversial theory of value, such as the labor theory.  And 

secondly the role assigned to the concept of the means of production is peremptorily 

diminished.  The means of production are simply whatever plays a certain role, and anything 

playing that role is a means of production.  Taking this line with the means of production 

moves us too quickly to the ultimate question of collective or private (or “mixed”) 

ownership.  We want, I believe, a conception that picks out prime candidates for raising the 

ownership question, without prejudging it. 
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Similarly, it will not be useful to define the means of production with reference to 

normatively laden concepts like class.  Friedrich Engels defined the bourgeoisie as the class 

that owns the means of production and the proletariat as the class that does not own them.  

But it would be idle to stipulate (Engels did not) that the means of production are simply 

whatever it is that the bourgeoisie owns and the proletariat doesn’t. 

C. The Historical Approach 

A historical conception of the means of production rejects the literal approach and 

postpones any normative/evaluative framing.  The expression “les instrumens du travail” was 

introduced in the first half of the 19th century by the St.-Simonistes, to refer to such things 

as the complicated apparatuses coming into use in large textile workshops like the Gobelins 

manufactory.   Theirs might be considered the first call for collective ownership of 

specifically productive instrumentalities (as distinct from arable or mineable land —but let’s 

not rule out resources as means of production).  What was novel and striking about these 

facilities is that they displaced cottage industry and could not be replicated at a smaller, 

household scale.  A spinning wheel might fit into someone’s parlor, but a waterwheel-

powered loom fitted with a Jacquard patterning device could not.  This fact profoundly 

affected social relations involved in the productive processes. 

The Industrial Revolution marked an abruptly accelerated exploitation of the possibilities of 

size and complexity: it was a world-historical event.  In came big complicated machines that 
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take many workers and specialists to operate, producing an output far greater than and often 

other than what those engaged in their production would need or care to consume.  

Production was not meant for immediate consumption, but for exchange in the market.  The 

laborer’s reward was not his product but his wage.  Only recently freed from their ties to 

feudal estates, the “masterless men” of the English Midlands found themselves bound to 

wage-service in the “dark Satanic mills” depicted by William Blake.  The division of labor led 

inexorably to these men’s assignment to a class of laborers. 

In Elizabeth Anderson’s account (2015), private property and individual (white male) liberty 

were still reconcilable in the opinion of a host of enlightened optimists, including Tom Paine, 

Thomas Jefferson, and Abraham Lincoln, so long as the American frontier was open, where 

the possibility of independence of the masters still beckoned.  Yet the frontier itself was 

accessible and productive to occupy only by grace of the railroad.  Anyone could aspire to 

own forty acres and a mule, but not everyone could own a system of railroads.  This was not 

a mere matter of affordability.  Although public lands might be parceled out to individuals as 

theirs to own separately, a railroad right-of-way could not.  Network effects, externalities, 

comparative advantages, and economies of scale began to emerge, which put paid to any 

realistic dream that each yeoman might someday possess his own sovereign (if tiny) kingdom. 
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In the middle of the nineteenth century, the German Workers’ Educational Society’s print 

shop in London issued a Europe-wide call for collective ownership of land, banking, credit, 

communication, and transport.  It called also for the creation of “industrial armies, especially 

for agriculture,” and the “extension of factories and instruments of production owned by the 

State” until “all production has been concentrated in the hands of a vast association of the 

whole nation.”  This was The Communist Manifesto of 1848, composed by Marx and Engels.  

The Manifesto expressly disavowed any intention to collectivize every means of producing 

things. 

The Manifesto inspired the next major episode in the historical career of the idea of the means 

of production.  It played out in the early Soviet Republic in Russia.  To facilitate the transition 

from “war communism” to (relative) peacetime, Vladimir Lenin and Nikolai Bukharin called 

for a combination of state ownership on “the commanding heights of the economy” with 

private enterprise in so-called petty production.  At about the same time, the German 

Marxist economist Rudolf Hilferding argued that collective ownership of the financial 

system alone ought to suffice to achieve socialism. 

So, the historical picture includes specific industrial processes that appeared and 

revolutionized social relations, and specific efforts to try to theorize what it is that was of 
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urgent concern about these revolutionary new social relations, which represented a 

retrograde step in the emancipatory breaking apart of feudalism. 

II. “Means” Means Means: Anthony Crosland and the “Labour Revisionists” 

A. Clause Four 

I continue the historical theme with specific reference to Great Britain and the British Labor 

Party.  In 1918 the Labour Party adopted a constitution drawn up by Fabian socialists Sidney 

and Beatrice Webb.  Clause Four of the constitution expressed this purpose: 

To secure for the workers by hand or by brain the full fruits of their industry and the 

most equitable distribution thereof that may be possible upon the basis of the 

common ownership of the means of production, and the best obtainable system of 

popular administration and control of each industry or service. (my emphasis) 

Notably, the “full fruits” and “best possible distribution” are to be derived, as well as possible, 

“upon the basis of common ownership.”  Common ownership of the means of production is 

not simply a suggested means to the end of equitable distribution.  It is stated as a prior 

restriction upon allowable means.  Is this fetishism?  If the aim is to secure the laborers the 

full fruits of their industry and an equitable distribution among them of those fruits, why 

restrict the achievement of those ends to those “that may be possible upon the basis of 

common ownership of the means of production”?   This question came into focus only after 

Labour’s glorious heyday under Clement Attlee’s leadership, in the years 1945-51. 
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B. The List of 1945-50 

The Second World War set the stage for the nationalization of the means of production in 

Britain.  In 1938, economist Joseph Schumpeter suggested that a socialist government could 

efficiently nationalize banking, insurance, the railways, trucking, mining, electricity, iron and 

steel, construction and building materials —and further, for “non-economic reasons,” 

possibly also armaments, foodstuffs, and motion picture production.  Digest that, and leave 

the rest intact in private hands, was Schumpeter’s advice to the socialists (among whom he 

did not count himself).  

Amazingly, this all came about, and more.  Coal too was nationalized.  Primary health 

insurance was nationalized.  Water was nationalized.  Common ownership came to be 

identified in the popular understanding with nationalization.  When Labour was finally voted 

out of power, in 1951, the question was, how to get back in?  Was a platform calling for 

further nationalization a winner?  Internally, the Labour Party bitterly disputed this, and 

Clause Four itself became the focus of controversy.  There emerged within Labour a faction 

of so-called “revisionists,” who did not believe that further nationalization was necessary to 

realize socialism in Britain.  The Labour Revisionist manifesto was Anthony Crosland’s The 

Future of Socialism. 
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Crosland distinguished between economic and social reasons for nationalization, much as 

Schumpeter had.  On economic grounds. Crosland counseled against further nationalization, 

beyond the “list of 1945-50,” specifically against aircraft and generally against export 

industries.  He also argued for a presumption against nationalizing whole industries that 

were not “natural” monopolies or de facto monopolies, or where it is possible to nationalize a 

firm within an industry or to introduce a state-owned competitor into an industry. 

Crosland posed the question: why prefer nationalization over taxing corporations and capital 

gains (death duties, etc)—if correcting unjust inequality of wealth and income is the aim?  If 

you said, “to have control,” Crosland’s view was precisely opposed: control is a burden and 

the Boards that directed the nationalized industries had been a disappointment.  Further 

nationalization had to be justified on other grounds —for him, these could only be economic 

grounds having to do with efficiencies.  Writing in 1956, Crosland assumed that the “list of 

1945-50” was settled, that the managerial class had no interest in privatization, and that 

ownership was of no further interest to the Left.  (Nonetheless, Crosland advocated re-

nationalization of steel.) 

Crosland and his fellow revisionists did not challenge the coherence of the notion of the 

means of production.  They did not challenge the tenet that the major productive assets of 

society should be public property.  But they did reject the idea that social solidarity required 
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common ownership of the means of production beyond the list of 1945-50.  And Crosland 

also disparaged the idea that democratic control of the means of production was needed.  An 

expert managerial class was required in order to direct industries, but the members of this 

class were not owners in the fashion of the owner-manager captains of industry of the 

nineteenth century.  The new managerial class, Crosland wrote, viewed labor not as an 

adversary but as a necessary partner in the efficient operation of major enterprises.  

After yet another loss in 1959, Crosland’s fellow revisionist and party leader Hugh Gaitskell 

railed against Clause Four as outdated and as an electoral loser.   Clause Four was kept on 

through the sixties, subject to the proviso that what it demanded was only “an expansion of 

common ownership sufficient to give the community power over the commanding heights of 

the economy” (Miliband 1973, 344-49).  Before the century was over, with the concurrence 

of what had become of the Webb’s Fabian Society, Labour abandoned Clause Four.  The 1995 

Labour Party Constitution no longer spoke of “the means of production.”  New Labour was 

born.   

The high-water mark achieved under Attlee gives concrete meaning to the term, “the means 

of production.”  It is consistent with the “commanding heights” understanding that only an 

uncharitable literalism would dispense with anyway.  A historical understanding does not 

mean mistaking the term as a Kripkean “rigid designator.”  Some industries, such as coal, lose 
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their place on the commanding heights, even as others, such as Facebook and Amazon, arise 

and take their places.  Of course, finance, which has so key a role in determining what else 

rises to the heights and what does not, and what stays and what falls, is always dominant and 

fixed there. 

III. The Means of Production as a Locus of Social Solidarity 

The lesson I draw from this definitional exercise is that the means of production in a given 

society, at a given time, comprise those resources and instrumentalities that are both 1) 

widely essential means to living a full life and 2) impossible for to be severally owned.  What 

I am calling “several ownership” is practicable ownership—including the right to exclusive 

use and enjoyment— by each person, individually.  A shovel does not belong among the 

means of production because it is easily possible for everyone to own—to have by right the 

exclusive use of—his or her own shovel, and the utility of owning a shovel is not diminished 

by everyone owning one.  A highway system, on the other hand, does belong to the means of 

production.  Access to the highway system can be restricted: the highway system is not a 

public good in the strictest sense.  A single person or group might own the highway system, 

but several ownership of the highway system is absurd.  If everyone owned his or her own 

section of highway, there would be no highway system.  Unlike shovels, the utility of 

highways depends on their forming a more-or-less continuous network.   
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Similarly, units of a currency may be severally owned, but the itself currency belongs to the 

means of production.  We cannot each of us issue a currency.  Of course, we can give out 

coupons and chits and occasional IOUs —but this is a far cry from the kind of common 

currency that makes commerce possible.  Collective ownership of the currency is possible.  

Monopoly or oligopoly ownership is possible.  But several ownership of the currency is not. 

“Natural monopoly” is a different concept.  A natural monopoly exists where a single actor 

can satisfy a market for a good or service more efficiently than multiple actors can.  

Competition would be inefficient.  My definition makes no reference to efficiencies, the 

presence and degree of which will depend on the slope of marginal and average cost curves, 

as empirically determined by market to be served, returns to scale, costs of entry, etc.  The 

extension of “the means of production” as I define them will not include natural monopolies 

for luxury items, and it may well include things that are not natural monopolies.  Auto 

making is not a natural monopoly, but I would want to include auto factories among the 

means of production, while excluding the autos themselves.  It would be absurdly inefficient 

for everyone to make his or her own cars, but not necessarily inefficient at all for there two 

be multiple car makers.  And, where I come from, a car is a necessity (although it oughtn’t to 

be). 
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There is no certainty that there will be anything answering to these criteria in every place 

and era.  In certain extremely primitive, hand-to-mouth circumstances, there might only be 

simple tools that can only be manipulated by a single handler.  “The means of production” do 

not yet exist.  Looking ahead, maybe someday every person will own his or her very own 

personal, self-maintaining, solar-powered 3D printer that converts air into food, clothing, 

housing, transportation, entertainment, and whatever-you-will.  The means of production, as 

defined here, would no longer exist. 

Set these extremes aside.  Now and around here, the means of production include the 

currency, the highway system, the military, the postal service, parks and wildernesses, the 

broadcast spectrum, navigable waterways, credit, investment banking, insurance, weaponry 

and munitions, airways, railways, hospitals, agribusiness, many extractive industries, 

petrochemicals, internet service providers, Facebook, Amazon, Google, and so forth.   

We can imagine everyone having a share (equal or unequal) of the revenues of such things, 

and we can imagine everyone having a say (equal or equal) in the overall direction of such 

things.  But we cannot imagine dividing such things into separate, exclusive parcels. If we 

imagine distributing these things to each, we find a that we have hugely and even radically 

diminished the whole.  We can imagine everyone self-insuring, for example, but that 

amounts to imagining that the institution of insurance no longer exists at all.  The key thing is 

not bigness.  Not everything that happens to be a big business is included in the means of 
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production.  Coca-Cola and the sweetened beverage industry to which it belongs are big 

business but are not among the means of production —except possibly on a local scale, as 

might be the case in a small town in which the soda-bottling plant is the major employer. 

Some of these cases are debatable.  This introduces a worry about the definition I’ve 

proposed: is it is too vague for meaningful deliberation, too liable to arbitrariness in 

application, and destabilizing in a way that undermines solidarity?  A related kind of worry 

has been stated as an objection to the “commanding heights” conception: that phrase has been 

disparaged as a “pregnant vacuity” that combines a “slippery indefiniteness” with a “trancelike, 

Utopian quality” (Sedgwick 1970, 80).  I think the extension of the “commanding heights” 

conception is captured within the extension of mine: so an answer to this sort of objection is 

required on behalf of my formulation too.  It is not enough to recite the venerable 

Aristotelian caveat not to expect more precision than the subject matter will bear.  I will add 

four points.   

One, some things are indisputably within the class of essential means that cannot be severally 

owned, just as there are indisputably some things that stand on the commanding heights of 

any developed economy.   
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Two, classifying things as belonging or as not belonging among the means of production is 

preliminary to the inevitable evaluative and normative controversies over what to do about 

ownership.  We have a pretty good idea of what a fruit is and what a fox is, and what an idea 

is and what an ocean is, in advance of political philosophy.  So also, we have a pretty good 

idea of what the means of production are now and around here. 

   

Three, where there is something answering to the description, the means of production —viz. 

practically indispensable means that cannot be severally owned— social relations are altered 

by that very fact; and now there is an additional, distinctive danger of domination and 

subordination.  The promise that everyone with hard work everyone can aspire to be an 

independent sovereign in her very own domain, is delusory.  But I have not defined the 

means of production as “whatever it is that introduces further possibilities of relations of 

domination and subordination.”   My definition does not follow the evaluative approach. 

 Four, neither my formulation nor the commanding heights formulation preclude the 

instrumental use of proxies, such as market capitalization and market power (see, e.g., 

Roemer 2017; Bruenig 2018).  Once adopted, proxy measures can narrow the range of 

controversy and expedite decisions. 



!18

Using the definition I have derived, land is not necessarily a means of production.  Someplace 

to be is obviously a pre-condition to living productively, but where land is truly plentiful and 

not subject to prior claims, it is possible for everyone to have his or her own private 

allotment.  John Stuart Mill and Henry George advocated common ownership of land 

because nobody (normally) can rightly claim to have brought it into being by their labors.  

But the approach I have taken detaches the definitional question from the evaluative 

questions of what is due to whom and why.  (“You didn’t build that” does not entail “You 

can’t own that.”)  In the world just imagined, land is not (yet anyway) among the means of 

production.  I confess that my definition may have to give way to one more inclusive, one 

likely to be a longer disjunction in which mine plays a minor role.  

The point is that novel evaluative questions arise when we find ourselves not only in the 

“circumstances of justice” —where cooperation is both possible and desirable— but also in 

“circumstances involving the means of production.”  There are questions about the added, 

distinctive risks of domination and subordination.  There is also a question about the effects 

these circumstances have on social solidarity.  Social solidarity is a good thing, provided it 

does not involve coercion or stifling uniformity.  Social solidarity promotes peace and 

harmony and flourishing.  John Roemer points out that “solidarity’s necessary condition is 

that all members of society believe they are facing a common task, that they are all in the 

same boat”  (2017, 309).  The means of production are the engine and the rudder of the boat 
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that we’re all in—whether or not we realize that there is an urgent common task to be 

faced.   

.  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