
Capitalism and Coercion
by Allan Levite

Acentury and more ago, when Marx-
ism was in its ascendancy as a theory,
its followers (as well as many others)
naturally believed its dogma about

workers being the helpless pawns of capital-
ists—forced to sell their labor at less than its
true worth, with no real alternative. But
now, despite Marxism’s collapse as both a
theory and a founding ideology of commu-
nist governments, a very similar idea seems
to be gaining ground: that big corporations
force citizens to participate in the capitalist
market system, or “compel” consumers to
buy their products. Indeed, this idea can
even be found in a good and useful book on
the writing of history—written to refute the
relativist, “postmodern” notion that histori-
cal reality is not objective fact, but only
“socially constructed.” The book is Telling
the Truth about History, by Joyce Appleby,
Lynn Hunt, and Margaret Jacob, all history
teachers at UCLA. Here are the relevant
quotes:

One of the distinguishing features of a
free-enterprise economy is that its coer-
cion is veiled. . . . The fact that people
must earn before they can eat is a com-
monly recognized connection between
need and work, but it presents itself as a
natural link embedded in the necessity of
eating rather than as arising from a par-

ticular arrangement for distributing food
through market exchanges. . . . Presented
as natural and personal in the stories peo-
ple tell about themselves, the social and
compulsory aspects of capitalism slip out
of sight and out of mind. . . . Far from
being natural, the cues for market partic-
ipation are given through complicated
social codes. Indeed, the illusion that
compliance in the dominant economic
system is voluntary is itself an amazing
cultural artifact.1

What is really amazing is how these three
historians misunderstand the market
process, especially the way it evolved natu-
rally, over millennia, through trial and
error—motivated by the efforts of all buyers
and sellers to advance their well-being. This
is not “far from being natural”; it is as nat-
ural as breathing. Furthermore, these
authors make it sound as if capitalism
became dominant because some authority
imposed it on humanity. But history (espe-
cially recent history) clearly shows that cap-
italism won out over such competing sys-
tems as socialism because it works, while the
competing systems failed miserably. To say,
almost with an air of disdain, that capitalism
is the dominant economic system, is like
complaining that diesel locomotives have
“dominated” (and replaced) the less-efficient
steam engines. Historians, even more than
others, should possess a greater ability (or
willingness) to distinguish between mere
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metaphorical “force” and actual force.
We also need to examine the notion that

injustice and exploitation exist whenever
people are “forced” by circumstances to
accept dangerous or low-paying jobs, or to
buy products from capitalist firms. This
deterministic view ignores the fact that the
human race as a whole is indeed “forced”
either to work for its bread or to starve—
and to purchase most goods and services
from someone, since humanity has long
since passed the primitive stage in which
each farm-household was self-sufficient and
able to make everything it needed. To write
their book, the three historians would for-
merly have had to buy a typewriter from a
capitalist firm or write the entire manuscript
in longhand, a laborious and time-consum-
ing process. More likely, they purchased a
word processor or personal computer and
wrote their book far more efficiently. Were
they “forced” to do so—or did they do it
because they saw the tremendous advantages
of such electronic equipment?

As for employment, accepting the best (or
only) offer available, as unattractive as it
might be, is not the equivalent of slavery—a
situation in which actual violence, or the
threat of it, is used to compel people to labor
without pay and without the option to seek
other work. That circumstances limit one’s
choices does not prove that one has neither
the capacity nor the opportunity to choose,
since everyone’s choices are limited.

Having few alternatives instead of many is
hardly the same thing as being compelled by
physical force to make a particular choice. A
merchant who is driven by competition to
sell his wares at lower prices than he had
hoped might just as well complain that he
too is a victim of circumstances, “forced” to
sell at “unjust” prices. In fact, quite a few
businesspeople have been saying exactly that
for a long time—complaining about com-
petitors undercutting their prices—which is
why U.S. manufacturers constantly beseech
Congress to enact higher tariffs to stop the
Japanese and the Taiwanese from “dump-
ing” low-priced goods on the U.S. market.
This is also how the so-called “Fair Trade”
laws—a domestic version of the same princi-

ple—came to be passed. (Fortunately, they
were repealed some years ago.)

And speaking of prices, it would be well to
remember that capitalism’s critics, especially
during the 1970s, were bewailing the rising
prices that government-produced monetary
inflation had caused, blaming them on cor-
porate “greed.” Yet the falling prices of the
subsequent period, especially noticeable in
the case of PCs, VCRs, cellular phones, and
other new technology, seem to have largely
escaped the notice of such critics.

If the three historians were looking for
“compulsory” features in an economic sys-
tem, they should have been examining
socialism, not capitalism. It is precisely the
competitive aspects of the capitalist market
that assure consumers real choice, instead 
of the compulsion of having to buy one
government-manufactured product without
competitive models to choose from. Indeed,
at other times, writers with such views—
when they let their guard down—complain
about how capitalism has produced too
much and allows for too many choices!
French Marxist writer Simone de Beauvoir,
visiting America, complained of the “shame-
less profusion of goods” in the drugstores.2

The Illusion of Corporate “Power”
Often critics of capitalism complain that

corporations undermine democracy because
of their possession of such economic assets
as buildings, capital equipment, and large
sums of money. The critics sometimes claim
that the assets of the larger corporations
exceed the GDPs of some smaller nations.
But it is hardly fair to contrast corporate
assets—which were gained by producing
and selling goods consumers were willing to
buy—with the revenues of governments,
which extract taxes by genuine compulsion,
or the threat of it. If I refuse to use
Microsoft Word for Windows on my home
PC and stick to Word Perfect for DOS
instead—as indeed I still do—nothing hap-
pens to me. If I refused to pay my taxes, lit-
tle imagination is required to predict what
would happen to me. To harp about noth-
ing but corporate “compulsion” in the face
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of the horrendous atrocities and injustices
perpetrated by governments, especially dur-
ing the twentieth century, is the height of
folly. If corporations ever did take over and
begin ruling the world, as some Marxist
writers think they might, this could hardly
be worse than having governments rule the
world.

Critics of capitalism seem to treat current
corporate control of economic assets as if it
were permanent and unassailable. But just
as “God is no respecter of persons,” capi-
talism is no respecter of corporations. Firms
that sell products consumers do not wish to
buy either go bankrupt or lose money on the
product and soon discard it, as Ford did
with the Edsel.

The history of capitalism is littered with
such examples. There was a time, not so
long ago, when Sears had such a vise grip on
American retailing that it looked like no
power on earth could upset its hegemony.
Then along came a small, little-known
regional chain of stores called Wal-Mart—
ruthlessly efficient and catering quickly and
responsively to consumers’ needs—and it
knocked Sears right off its perch. There was
a time when Sears executives would have
laughed at the mere mention of Wal-Mart.
But now they must be weeping instead,
since by the late 1990s Wal-Mart’s sales fig-
ures were more than double those of Sears.
That’s not the end of the story, however.
Wal-Mart is now experiencing competition
from merchants on the Internet, which
might eventually spell disaster.3

At IBM during the early 1980s, who
would have believed that the tiny firm from
which it licensed its operating system—
Microsoft—would by the late 1990s have a
market value almost triple that of IBM? But
that is just what happened. As these exam-
ples show, the “control” of economic assets
under capitalism is hardly as permanent and
threatening as it is made out to be. Since it is
constantly in flux and highly transitory,
changing hands from one competitor to
another at the whim of consumers, how can
anyone contend that this wealth is “con-
trolled”?

The “corporate control” argument also

insinuates that capitalists will typically make
the right decisions and use their assets effi-
ciently, in order to maintain that “control.”
But many don’t, and they are the firms that
soon miss the market dominance they might
have obtained. Xerox may be the prime
example. It invented its own personal com-
puter, as well as the graphic user interface,
the mouse, and PC networking—before such
competitors as Apple Computer did. If
Xerox had simply followed through effec-
tively on the technological breakthroughs it
already possessed, it would have reaped bil-
lions and would probably have controlled
the PC market for years. But Xerox top
management, not very farsighted, saw little
market potential in these innovations; and
when it finally rolled out its PC products,
they were too late, too high-priced, and too
clumsily marketed.4 Having such “control”
over product research and development was
no help to Xerox in that industry.

Blame Enough to Go Around
A noteworthy feature of the argument that

the free market is actually an instrument of
coercion is that huge corporations are not
the only ones blamed. Soon it becomes self-
blame. For example, a college student
recently claimed that “each and every one of
us is at fault [for poverty]. In tolerating and
even supporting a viciously capitalistic soci-
ety, we are to blame.”

Another writer maintained that “the real
responsibility lies with the consumer. . . . We
are to blame for the logging of the rain for-
est, ozone depletion, unsanitary work condi-
tions, sweat shops, child labor violations,
sexism, racism, homophobia and human
rights violations every time we put money
toward a company that participates in or
indirectly contributes to these transgres-
sions. When money is put toward a product,
we essentially reinforce everything else the
manufacturing company is doing.” (This
brilliant analysis was the product of a jour-
nalist. Kalle Lasn, previously a documentary
filmmaker, similarly advocates holding
shareholders personally responsible for cor-
porate misbehavior.)5
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Clearly, these writers’ self-blame overrules
their logic. Politicians routinely deceive their
constituents, abuse their powers, sell their
votes to vested interests—and vote to finance
wars on other nations. In the twentieth cen-
tury alone, wars claimed tens of millions of
lives. So, by using the same reasoning, any-
one who has ever cast a vote for a politician
should share the blame for his actions and
their consequences, which are often deadly.
The only way to avoid taking on this burden
of accountability would be to avoid voting
altogether—making monarchy morally
superior to democracy.

In much the same way, to befriend some-
one would imply moral indifference to every
sin that the new friend might have ever com-
mitted. Living up to this standard—by
reserving one’s friendship only for those
without sin—would result in a very lonely
world indeed. This consumer-responsibility
argument, however, has been used very
selectively. Boycotts were organized against
companies that did business with South
Africa, since buying their products was said
to support apartheid. When Western firms
started trading with the USSR and Maoist
China, however, it was said that buying their
products did not imply support for those
governments, but was rather a contribution
to world peace and understanding.

Benevolent Lies
The corporate “coercion” idea implies

that this power will be used for selfish ends
that will inevitably tend to work against the
public interest. From every news medium, as
well as from films and television shows, we
are bombarded by the argument that corpo-
rations lie and deceive because they have an
economic interest in doing so—as if govern-
ments, by contrast, have a vested interest in
telling the truth. A few examples will suffice
to demonstrate that this is hardly the case.

WASHINGTON [AP]—Social Security Com-
missioner Stanford G. Ross said Thursday
people must forget “myths” about con-
tributing to their own retirement and rec-
ognize the payroll deduction for what it

is—a tax to support the elderly, the dis-
abled, and their families.

Ross, who is resigning next month,
criticized what he said is a widely held
belief by the nation’s workers that Social
Security benefits are a “a sacrosanct enti-
tlement” earned from “contributions” to
the system.

The “myth” that the Social Security
levy is a contribution, not a tax, “proved
valuable in the early days of the program,
but . . . is helping to confuse the debate
over Social Security today,” he said.6

* * *

Former Food and Drug Administration
Commissioner David A. Kessler and for-
mer surgeon general C. Everett Koop
bowed out of scheduled appearances
today before a key House subcommittee
studying the proposed tobacco settlement.

The No. 1 reason?
They didn’t want to testify under oath.
After committee staff members told

them to expect to be sworn in, they
declined to appear, saying the oath-taking
was designed to put them “on some sort
of parity” with five tobacco executives
who testified in January, according to the
pair’s letter to the committee. . . . “We
have devoted much of our professional
careers to . . . working for the public
health. . . . We see no reason for the com-
mittee to suggest that our testimony
about tobacco now requires that we be 
. . . treated akin to tobacco executives.”

. . . The tobacco executives were sworn
in with much fanfare in January; major
government witnesses have not been.7

This seems to have been a judicious deci-
sion on their part. In July 1998, a federal
judge vacated the EPA’s 1993 report on the
dangers of secondhand smoke, because it
was spurious. One courageous newspaper
columnist summarized what the EPA did:

1. It started with a conclusion.
2. It cherry-picked the studies it would
include in its analysis.
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3. When even the cherry-picked studies
failed to show a statistically significant
correlation [between secondhand smoke
and cancer], it changed its methodology
from the standard 95 percent to 90 
percent.
4. Even by the bogus 90 percent standard,
the cherry-picked studies showed only a
very small risk.
5. It hid from the public the information
that it was supposed to make available.
6. It lied about why it changed the 
standard.8

This was not the first time the EPA violat-
ed the 5 percent confidence rule, which is an
established statistical principle. EPA studies
in support of the claim that 20,000 people
die annually from radon gas in their homes
used the same tactic. Analysts ran radon
exposure studies using the 5 percent rule and
found nothing, so they increased the para-
meter to 10 percent. Suddenly the computers
spit back what appeared to be a “nationwide
epidemic of radon death,” and the EPA then
declared radon to be a major threat.9

As these examples of official deceit indi-
cate, bureaucrats can hardly be said not to
have a vested interest in maintaining their
power and jobs. Much of what they do is
done not to actually accomplish anything,
but to justify the size of their budgets and
keep them from being trimmed when the
next fiscal year’s budget is being written.
And while consumer boycotts can damage
the profitability of capitalist firms, bureau-
crats need never worry about having to cater
to public demand. They are insulated from
criticism. Having been appointed rather than
elected, they cannot be directly voted out of
office. If anything, “coercion” comes from
government bureaus, not corporations.

In the face of all this evidence—much of
which is obvious—one cannot help but won-
der why so many people see coercion where
it does not exist. Part of the answer lies in 
H. L. Mencken’s adage that Puritanism is

the haunting fear that someone, somewhere,
may be happy. The counterpart of this is
that today’s statists are people who con-
stantly worry that someone, somewhere, is
using free will to make a choice. To them,
choice is the root of all evil. If they had to
concede that human action is freely chosen,
the entire structure of their many-faceted
argument for socialism or government inter-
vention would collapse. If individuals’
behavior is based on choice, then the freer
their choices, the greater the extent to which
their utility is maximized, and the better off
they are. This leaves little room for a gov-
ernment with any more power than that of
the proverbial night watchman: to protect
the public safety and leave everything else
alone. Only by denying that free choice
exists—and implying instead that human
action is “coerced” by some “power struc-
ture” such as corporations—can one build a
rationale for the interventionist nanny-state.
But it is not far from philosophical denial of
free choice to physical prevention of it—all
“for your own good,” of course. We may
indeed see the face of coercion to an ever-
greater extent, but if it comes, it will be
delivered by the state, not the market. �
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