
Volume 3 Issue 1, 2022 

DOI: 10.6981/FEM.202201_3(1).0038 

336 

Frontiers in Economics and Management 

ISSN: 2692-7608 

John Romer Traces the Injustice of Contemporary Capitalist 
Exploitation 

Jintao Huang 
School of Marxism, Tianjin University of Commerce, Tianjin, China 

Abstract 
In order to criticize the "moral neutrality theory" of capitalism and the new changes of 
contemporary capitalism widely advocated by contemporary neoclassical economists, 
John Romer, the main representative of "analytical Marxism", explores why the 
exploitation of contemporary capitalism is unfair from the normative dimension.In view 
of the contemporary capitalism apologist of the unequal distribution of capital can be 
through the different rate of time preference, entrepreneur ability, risk propensity and 
luck these morally blameless ways to carry on the point of view, romer, adopt the method 
of experimental model, it is concluded that the contemporary capitalism exploitation 
injustice is rooted in the initial opportunity inequality,This analysis shows the internal 
logic of Romer's thoughts from exploitation to equality. 
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1. Introduction 

In the 1970s, the "analytical Marxists" who emerged in Britain and America generally regarded 
contemporary capitalist society as an exploitative and unjust one, and Romer was no exception. 
Faced with the situation that the development of contemporary capitalism is consistent with 
the development of social economy and social morality claimed by the apologists of 
contemporary capitalism, Romer thinks that"exploitation" is the core concept of Marx's 
criticism of capitalist injustice, so it is necessary to study Marx's theory of exploitation. Romer, 
initially mainly in contemporary economics method to study Marx's theory of exploitation, but 
he gradually found that rely on economic relationship is difficult to explain the contemporary 
capitalism exploitation's injustice, Marx's labor theory of value and can not effectively explain 
why capitalism exploitation of workers are unjust. The default is will still occur even if no work 
elements involved in exploitation. To this end, he constructed a set of microeconomic models 
and proposed what he called the technical definition of exploitation; "Exploitation" in the 
traditional sense refers to the capitalist's unfair treatment of workers, and he points out that 
"when Marxists say that workers are exploited by capital, they mean in a colloquial sense an 
exploitative economic relationship between workers and capitalists, therefore, romer turned 
to reconstruct Marx's theory of exploitation from the normative level, and tried to find the 
source of the injustice of contemporary capitalist exploitation. 

2. Romer's Reconstruction of Marx's Theory of Exploitation 

In the traditional Marxist theory, Marx constructed the theory of exploitation based on the 
theory of labor value and surplus value by examining a series of basic concepts and real life, 
such as "commodity", "labor", "wage" and "capital".Marx's analysis points out that the value of 
labor force purchased by capitalists is actually less than the value produced by workers in labor 
production, and the extra value is occupied by capitalists for free, resulting in exploitation. 
However, with the rapid development of society, capitalism has undergone new changes in the 
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contemporary era, such as machine replacing manual labor, joint-stock reform, the decline in 
the proportion of manual labor, social welfare security and other ways, which make the labor 
theory of value as the theoretical basis of exploitation appear a new way of interpretation. 
Therefore, it is necessary for theory and reality to re-examine the essential connotation of labor 
value theory and exploitation.In this context, Romer uses the method of analytical philosophy 
to redefine exploitation.Romer thinks Marx's theory of exploitation based on the labor theory 
of value is wrong, but he thinks it's true that capitalists exploit workers.According to the English 
dictionary, exploitation" has two meanings: One is the exploitation of a resource;The second is 
to take unfair advantage of someone. "the default for the exploitation refers to the second 
meaning of Marx said, the workers are capitalists unfairly treated,And this kind of unfair 
treatment just reflects the unfairness of capitalism.In romer's view, Marx exploitation theory 
while capitalism is not a fair society, but there is no complete demonstrates how capitalism 
exploitation with injustice, new changes have taken place in contemporary capitalism has, in 
particular, need more detail on the basis of the principles of marxism reveals no justness of 
capitalism,To respond to the academic community's doubts about the scientific nature of 
Marxism. 
As an economist, Romer uses the experimental methods of contemporary Western economics 
and uses the microeconomic equilibrium model to redefine exploitation, hoping to analyze the 
exploitation problem through rigorous scientific demonstration.The first model, he assumes 
that in a 1000 experiment model, set the production technology, preferences and asset 
allocation are the same, and everyone can be in a back and forth between technology and 
another kind of technology transformation, in this case, everyone engaged in labor is equal to 
social necessary labor time, the exploitation by Marx's definition,In the model, there is no 
occupation of others' surplus labor caused by wage labor, so there is no exploitation.However, 
Romer points out that the absence of exploitation in this model is not due to the absence of 
wage labor. What if the initial distribution of corn seeds as a means of production were 
unequal?Romer devised a second model.In the second model, it is assumed that production 
technology, personal preference and total social capital are all the same, but the distribution of 
total social assets is different. It is assumed that 10 people each have 50 units of corn assets, 
and 990 people have nothing.In the equilibrium model, there are three classes, namely the 
bourgeoisie, the working class and the peasant class. The bourgeoisie relies on capital to make 
profits, the working class gains wages by selling labor to the capitalists, and the peasant class 
leads a self-sufficient life by relying on technology.Romer believed that capitalists hired 
workers and thus occupied the surplus labor of workers for free, which was consistent with 
Marx's theory of exploitation.But the bourgeoisie still exploited the subsistence peasant class, 
demonstrating that capitalist exploitation could occur without wage labor, and thus Romer 
came up with his "technical" definition of exploitation:"In a given economy, it can be said that 
exploitation will exist if some members must work for more than the socially necessary time 
(that is, more than the socially necessary time) to earn the set of consumer goods they need, 
and others earn their set of consumer goods for less than the socially necessary time.Romer 
further points out that the exploitation can be produced in the labor market, but even there is 
no labor market exploitation can produce, he thought that even if the labor market and capital 
market does not exist, as long as there is a competitive goods, because each member has 
different resources, exploitation will still produce, social members will be different according 
to their own resources,Using their own resources to choose different ways of living or to obtain 
material means of production, and this will eventually lead to the situation that the benefits of 
one group increase while the benefits of the other group decrease, then the original possession 
relationship of means of production is unequal. 
In the definition of technical exploitation, there is a "withdrawal principle" to test whether 
exploitation exists or not, that is, through the redistribution of the existing means of production, 
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to test whether there is an exploitative relationship between members of the society.And the 
key to judge exploitation is whether the possession of production materials is equal.It can be 
seen that "the exploitative relationship is the manifestation of the ownership relationship of the 
means of production, and the elimination of exploitation can only be realized by changing the 
ownership relationship of the means of production.Therefore, Romer believes that it is 
capitalist private ownership that allows exploitation, that enables some members of society to 
accumulate social wealth, and that makes this inequality pass from generation to generation. 
Romer's analysis of private ownership is the same as Marx's, but he thinks that Marx's 
definition of exploitation based on the labor theory of value is untenable or inappropriate. As 
he said, The Marxist definition of exploitation is no longer the best tool in the empirical sense 
or in the normative sense.Therefore, Romer denies Marx's exploitation theory based on labor 
theory of value and makes a new analysis of the unfair root of exploitation. 

3. Romer's Analysis of the Root of Exploitation Injustice 

By exploiting romer shows the equilibrium model of "technical" definition, rejected based on 
the theory of labor value theory of exploitation, it is concluded that the existence of capitalism 
exploitation associated with initial inequality of the distribution of the means of production, 
and the capitalist private ownership protection this inequality continue to exist, resulting in 
exploitation of physical capital initial allocation is unjust.However, under capitalist private 
ownership, whether the exploitation caused by unequal distribution caused by a variety of 
reasons is morally unjust? 
Marx's "das kapital" volume 1 reveals the birth of capitalism from the historical origins of 
justness, he believes in the process of feudalism to capitalism, "conquer, slavery, looting, killing, 
in short, violence plays an enormous role", the history of primitive accumulation is the "blood 
and fire text load the human chronicle" . Beijing: People's Publishing House, 2009.In his book, 
he cited the enclosure movement in Britain, the emerging bourgeoisie through violence make 
workers and production phase separation, laborer loss of land, the production materials they 
can only be far away from home, into the capitalist factory, betray their own labor in exchange 
for a livelihood, this process is full of violence and forced to.This way of accumulating wealth in 
the early days of capitalism is undoubtedly evil and unjust, so the exploitation of workers by 
capitalists is also bound to be unjust.Romer agrees with Marx, pointing out that "the history of 
capitalism is full of instances of the accumulation of wealth through obviously immoral means". 
The accumulation of wealth through these immoral means naturally proves the immorality and 
injustice of capitalist exploitation, but as society develops,Gone are the days when capitalists 
exploited workers by brute force, as in Marx's time, and modern capitalism has undergone a 
series of reforms that make the exploitation of workers more secretive.Neoliberalism 
constantly advocates the "entitlement" of individual rights, believing that the first task of justice 
is the guarantee of individual rights, Nozick said: "Individuals have rights, and there are certain 
things that no one or any group can do to them. 
Contemporary apologists for capitalism argue for the justice of contemporary capitalist 
exploitation by promoting the "clean birth" of entrepreneurs, the different time preference 
rates of individuals, the propensity to take risks, and luck.In order to respond to the sophistry 
of contemporary apologists for capitalism, Romer further develops the value of Marxism in the 
contemporary era, which romer analyzes one by one. 
The usual contemporary apologist for capitalism would argue that people have different rates 
of time preference. Can the consequences of this individual choice be reduced to 
exploitation?Or how to explain why such exploitation is unjust?Romer's answer is that if people 
have different time preferences, then there must be exploitation.Give examples of Carl and 
Adam, he assumes that Adam and Carl has the same initial production data, but is not the same 
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as the rate of time preference, Adam preferences accumulation, Carl be fond of of consumer, 
after a period of time, be fond of assets to accumulate more and more accumulation of Adam, 
the be fond of Carl due to meet in a short period of time consumption, slowly drained the 
production information,And eventually by selling his labor to Adam, in order to obtain the 
means of subsistence, exploitation occurs.And why is this exploitation unjust?Romer explains 
that if Adam's preference for accumulation comes from the fact that he was born into a wealthy 
family and understands the benefits of accumulation, while Carl didn't have the opportunity to 
learn this experience, then the reason for the difference in preferences is an unequal external 
environment.Therefore, it is an unjustly exploitative relationship.Apologists for contemporary 
capitalists often claim that capitalist capital accumulation is the result of their own abstinence 
and the return on their own capital accumulation.Romer responded by saying, can we be sure 
that the initial time preference rate came from an impartial environment?Even if this difference 
in time preference rates is innate, does it make sense that people should benefit from it? 
Apologists for contemporary capitalism often cite the example of a clean-born entrepreneur in 
their defence.Contemporary apologists for capitalism believe that entrepreneurs have abilities 
that other members do not have, that such resources are scarce, and that it is a person's due 
right for entrepreneurs to obtain benefits by virtue of these endowments, and that such 
exploitation cannot be explained is unreasonable.Nozick points out: "Whether or not people's 
talents are arbitrary from a moral point of view, they are entitled to them, and therefore to what 
comes from them. romer takes issue with this notion of self-ownership. Does he think this 
entrepreneurial talent is an essential resource in social production?Since there are often many 
factors involved in production, and workers also contribute many factors of labor, how can we 
be sure that the talents of entrepreneurs play a key role in this? 
It is to assume that the entrepreneur talent is scarce, but whether to entrepreneurship as a gift 
or acquired skill, this ability is more related to its surroundings, born innocent entrepreneurs 
he got the talent in a certain environment, and this kind of relatively good environment for 
others is not available.This entrepreneurial talent is scarce because workers do not have the 
opportunity to learn, which is the result of unequal opportunities.Third, is the entrepreneur's 
talent the reason why he can get huge property returns?Most people are involved in the 
production, but the rate of return is uneven, and the entrepreneurs do put in a lot of effort, but 
the manual workers do not lose their effort.And how to measure the rate of return between 
effort and return?The research of scientists can often promote the development of the whole 
society and benefit the whole human society, but the income of property is normal.The reward 
for entrepreneurs' talents can also be carried out in other ways, such as giving entrepreneurs 
good reputation, honor and social respect. Compared with huge material wealth, these ways 
are more meaningful to the society. 
As for risk-taking, capitalists see their justification for making profits as the reward for their 
risk-taking.In real life, investment is a risky business, capitalists think that they take risks, profit 
is the reward for the risk they take, and the proletariat can steadily earn wages without fear.Mr 
Romer argues that workers are no less at risk than capitalists."I believe that many workers 
would like to be capitalists;They like to take those risks.But they can't, because of the lack of 
access to capital markets.The risk capitalists take is the success of the investment, even if the 
investment failure does not necessarily lead to poverty, but workers are faced with 
occupational diseases, unemployment and poverty after retirement and other risks directly 
related to their living standards, once workers fail in the risk, his life will be directly 
threatened.On the other hand, workers don't have the kind of risks that capitalists have, not 
because they don't want to take risks, in fact, they don't have access to enough capital to face 
the risks that capitalists face.So the idea that excess income is a reward for risk-taking is 
questionable. 
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Is luck a just way to acquire property? Romer believes that the most important element of luck 
is inheritance.From the property owner's point of view, individuals should have the right to 
dispose of lawfully acquired wealth, which means recognizing the right of individuals to 
bequeath their property to the next generation.However, from the perspective of property 
inheritors, such gift makes it difficult for the next generation with different family backgrounds 
to have equal opportunities to participate in social competition at the beginning, and at the 
same time leads to the loss of social incentives.Romer assumes that two people are running 
together in a race. If the second person is far behind the first from the start, will the second 
person try harder?He argues that property that is objectified by luck belongs to everyone, not 
to those who happen to fall on them.The right of inheritance of property causes the inequality 
of opportunity among people, and the inequality of opportunity is bound to produce unjust 
results.It has been argued that people who are disadvantaged by time-preference rates, 
entrepreneurship, personal risk-taking tendencies, and inheritance in luck are not responsible 
for the factors of unchosen talents and circumstances that leave people in unequal 
situations.Romer found that the analysis of contemporary capitalist exploitation eventually 
returned to the issue of equality, and then reviewed marxist exploitation theory. He believed 
that Marx's exploitation theory based on labor theory of value could not scientifically reveal 
capitalism and was unjust, but he agreed with Marx's statement:Capitalism is an unequal 
society with oppression, while the justice of socialism is a society in which everyone is free and 
equal. 

4. Exploitation Turns to Equality of Opportunity 

From the previous text, in order to explore the injustice of contemporary capitalist exploitation, 
Romer starts from the exploitation theory based on Marx's labor theory of value, and thinks 
that "labor" is only an element in economic production and cannot explain the "technical" 
definition of the injustice of exploitation.In view of the individual ownership emphasized by 
contemporary capitalism, it is realized that the external form of capitalism has changed with 
the development of contemporary capitalism, but the inherent injustice of capitalism itself has 
not disappeared, and the unjust exploitation of capitalism is rooted in the inequality of 
opportunities.The inherent logic evolution of Romer's exploitation theory is from exploitation 
to equality. He found that some existing problems in capitalism could not be explained based 
on exploitation, so he turned to the field of political philosophy to study equality theory. 
The source of unfair exploitation of capitalism by Romer is the inequality of opportunity, which 
reveals that capitalism is an unjust society.Mr Romer is asking whether people had equal 
opportunities in the first place when he explores the question of whether contemporary 
capitalism, based on luck, talent and clean origins, deserves to be an entrepreneur.At the 
beginning, people should have an equal competitive environment, so that they can have the 
same opportunities to learn, educate and cultivate skills. However, capitalist private ownership 
not only preserves private property, but also extends or even expands this inequity through 
property inheritance.Romer believes that to establish a just society is to ensure the initial 
equality of opportunity, to establish a mechanism to ensure equality of opportunity, to achieve 
social distributive justice. 
Compared with the capitalism of the Marxist era, the injustice of contemporary capitalist 
society is more concealed.With the rapid development of science and technology, the use of 
artificial intelligence mechanization, the traditional sense of the working class has also changed, 
the working class is decreasing, white-collar in the increase.People rely more on their own 
technology, knowledge and ability to acquire wealth, and enjoy legal rights such as freedom, 
democracy and equality, just as if they were the masters of the country.In view of the 
contemporary capitalism whether there is still "exploitation" and contemporary capitalism 
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whether the exploitation is unjust?Scholars at home and abroad have been debating.As a 
university professor and economist, Romer wants to find the answer to the problem through 
his own research. His exploration of the injustice of contemporary capitalist exploitation 
reveals the essence of the injustice of contemporary capitalist exploitation to a certain 
extent.Apart from his misreading of Marx's labor theory of value and his neglect of objective 
historical laws, his redefinition of the concept of exploitation embodies the rigor and 
scientificity of analytic philosophy which strives for a clear concept.The author responds to the 
realistic problems of innocent entrepreneurs in contemporary capitalism and criticizes the 
right of inheritance.His internal logical transformation from exploitation to equality of 
opportunity, this normative political philosoph. 
Exploitation. Wertheimer, Alan and Zwolinski, Matt. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.y 
is instructive to the critique of contemporary capitalism and the construction of the future 
social model, and also provides some thoughts on how to establish a mechanism to maintain 
social equality in the development process of China today. 
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