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T W O  C O N C E P T S  O F  C O E R C I O N *  

TERENCE BALL 

1 Introduction 

It is sometimes said that Marxists resort more readily to coercion than do 

liberals, or are more prepared to condone certain kinds o f  coercion (e.g., the 
dictatorship of the proletariat) than are liberals) This way of  distinguishing 

Marxists from liberals is singularly unenlightening and utterly mistaken. For it 

assumes what needs to be proved, namely, that there is a single concept of  

coercion shared by liberals and Marxists alike, and that they disagree only 

about "its" domain, scope, and justification. The unexamined assumption is, 

that liberals and Marxists agree about what coercion is while disagreeing 

about the sorts of  conditions and situations in which coercion is or is not 
justified. 

Against this view I shall argue that although liberals and Marxists may use the 

same word, tile concept is not the same. 2 Indeed, there are two distinct 

concepts of  coercion, each constituted according to the requirements of  

liberal and Marxian theory, respectively. Far from being given, tile concept of  

coercion must be constructed in tile light of, and from materials supplied by,  

certain ontological and methodological presuppositions and commitments. 

And since there is a practical, ontological, and methodological rupture 

between liberal and Marxian theory, "coercion" is constructed differently in 

each. These differing constructions are implicit. 

Here I begin to undertake such a construction by making explicit the 

ontological and methodological presuppositions of the liberal and Marxian 
concepts of  coercion. Potitically, practically, and theoretically, their respec- 

tive concepts are opposed; but ontologically and methodologically they are 
not opposed, they are simply different. Despite the fundamental and irrecon- 

cilable rupture between them, the liberal and Marxian theories are not wholly 
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incommensurable. There is, I believe, common ground on which liberals and 

Marxists may at least begin to communicate.  For both,  coercion is a causal 

concept. Yet liberals and Marxists differ markedly in their views of  causation, 

and these differences are in turn predicated upon radically different ontolo- 

gies. Liberals subscribe to an individualist ontology which holds that the 

world is composed of  discrete, distinct, and wholly separate entities ("indi- 

viduals"); therefore, causal - and coercive - relations are seen as contingent 

relations between individual elements. Marxists, in contrast,  subscribe to a 

relational ontology which holds that the world consists not of entirely 

distinct objects or things, but o f  relations. Therefore, for them, causal - and 

coercive - relations hold between elements in a socially structured ensemble 

of  relations. These two concepts of  coercion I explicate by means of  two 

ideal-typical models: tile "agency model"  of  liberalism, and the "structural 

model"  of  Marxism. I conclude with a critique of  the agency model. 

2 Causation and Coercion 

One can view coercion as a type of  social causation, although it is not the 

only type: power, force, persuasion, control,  compulsion, influence, authori- 

ty, etc., are also types of  social causation. 3 Yet while there are good reasons 

for distinguishing and differentiating these concepts from one another,  all 

appear to be alike in one respect: each suggests some sort of causal relation. I f  
A coerces (forces, exercises power over, persuades, influences, etc.) B to do x,  

and if  x is something that B would not otherwise do, then A may be said to 

have caused or determined B's behavior. That is, statements about coercion 

(power, influence, etc.) may be replaced without loss of  meaning by state- 

ments about causation or causal relations. 4 This sort of  reduction is not, in 

and o f  itself, problematic.  What is problematic is to specify the sense(s) in 

which one's behavior is caused when one is influenced or persuaded, as 

distinguished from the sense in whictl one's behavior is caused when one is 

forced or coerced, s A may cause B to do x in any number of  ways - for 

example, by physically forcing B to do x,  by making B unfree to do anything 

other than x, or by producing what are, in B's view, good reasons for B to do 
X. 6 

This paper is not,  however, concerned with drawing these distinctions, for 

this is not an essay in conceptual analysis but  in conceptual construction. My 

aim is to show how two different concepts of  coercion - the liberal and the 

Marxian - may be constructed along different lines and upon very different 

ontological foundations. 
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3 The Agency Model 

According to the agency model,  coercion is a causal relation between indi- 

viduals. One individual - the "agent,"  in Hobbes'  term - causes another 

individual (the "pa t ien t" )  to do something that the latter would not other- 

wise do. 7 Before one can say that A coerced B to do x,  one must know that 

A's  intention is to cause B to do x, knowing full well that B would not  

otherwise (wish to) do x. Tile agency model thus directs our at tention to 

individual agents who act intentionally. Thus Hayek: "... we presuppose a 

human agent if we say that we have been coerced. Coercion occurs when one 

man's actions are made to serve another man's will, not for his own but  for 

the other 's  purpose. ''8 Thus also Berlin: "Coercion implies the deliberate 

interference of  other human beings within the area in which I could otherwise 

act. You lack political l iberty or freedom only if  you are prevented from 

attaining a goal by human beings. ' '9 One person cannot inadvertently or 

unintentionally coerce another; coercion presupposes intention. Coercion is a 

causal relation between individuals, one of  whom intends that the other do 

what the other would not otherwise do. This way of  viewing coercion is 

widespread, and is indeed something of  an or thodoxy among academic 
writers, to 

It is a common practice to treat "coercion" as a " t ype"  or "subcategory"  of  

"power ,"  the lat ter  being synonymous with socio-political causation, n 

What is said about power generally is understood to apply to coercion (and 

the other subcategories of  power) as well. Thus I can say something about the 

agency model of  coercion by looking at the evolution of  the more generalized 

agency model of power. 

3.1 The Agency Model: Precursors and Sources 12 

A relationship of  power, or coercion, is a causal relation between an "agent"  

and a "pat ient"  - or, as we might say nowada2cs, between an " independent  

variable" and a "dependent  variable." Contemporary writers such as Dahl, 

March, Piker, Simon, and McFarland have quite a lot in common with earlier 

thinkers, and specifically with Hobbes, Locke and Hume. t3 It was Thomas 

Hobbes, and not Herbert Simon, who first asserted that 

Power and Cause are the same thing. Correspondent to cause and effect, 

are POWER and ACT; nay, those and these are the same t h i n g s . . .  For 

whensoever any agent has all those accidents which are necessarily 

requisite for the production of  some effect in the patient,  then we say that  

the agent has the power to produce that  effect, if it be applied to a 
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patient . . . .  Wherefore the power of  the agent and the efficient cause are 

the same thing, a4 

More revealing still is Hobbes'  imagery: causal (power) relations obtain 

between individuated elements, i.e. selt:contained atoms whirling through a 

social void. Hobbes'  world is comprised of  matter in motion,  of forces in 

collision, of  bodies pushing ("agents") and being pushed ("pat ients") .  Every 

motion (read: behavior) has as its cause an antecedent motion,  viz., the "ac t"  

of  an "agent ."  So far as causal (power) relations are concerned, Hobbes'  

mot to  might well be: "No change without push. ' ' i s  Of course, one cannot 

"push" without " touching":  herein lies the fondness of  Hobbes and his 

philosophical progeny for colliding billiard balls. 

Locke also viewed causal (power) relations as involving active agents and 

passive patients. Indeed, he claimed that we form the twin "ideas" of  power 

and cause only because agents act upon, and bring about changes in, patients: 

�9 . .whatever change is observed, the mind must collect a power somewhere 

able to make that change [which Locke elsewhere terms 'active power, 

which is the more proper signification of  the word power ' ,  thus explicitly 

echoing Hobbes - T.B.] . . . A  body at rest affords us no idea of any active 

power to move . . . [W] hen the ball obeys the motion of  a billiard-stick, it 

is not any action of  the ball [itself]. Also when by impulse it sets another 

ball in motion that lay in its way, it only communicates the motion it had 

received from another . . .: which gives us the idea of  an active power of  
mov ing . . . a6  

Later Locke traded his billiard balls (which he bequeathed to Hume) for 

tennis balls. Individual human beings are, he suggests, like tennis balls, 

inasmuch as they are distinct, contiguous, contingently related entities. The 

main difference between them is that human beings are rational, and with the 

aid of  reason some individuals come to dominate others, nmch as the tennis 

player controls the bal lJ  7 l luman beings can act deliberately, purposefully, 

and intentionally,  as tennis balls cannot. All tennis balls and some (perhaps 

most) men are condemned to perpetual pat ienthood;  some men aspire to, and 

achieve, agenthood.18 

Hume accepted this Lockeian (and Hobbesian) picture of power and causa- 

tion, even as he a t tempted to put it on firmer philosophical foundations (vide 
3.2, below). "The terms efficacy, agency, power, force, energy, necessity 

[etc . ] ,"  Hume wrote, "are all nearly synonymous."19 And each is synony- 

mous with the notion of  cause. More specifically, "the idea of power [and] . .  
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that of  cause . . . both  have reference to an effect, or some other event 

constantly conjoined with the former. ''2~ Thus power relations are for 

Hume, Hobbes and Locke - and for Dahl, Simon, Piker,  et al. - a species of  

causal relations. 

To say that relations of  power, or coercion, are causal relations does not,  

however, get us very far, for upon that much liberals and Marxists are agreed. 

In order to get at their differences, we must explicate and analyze their 

respective conceptions of  causation and causal relations. We must, in other 

words, uncover the ontological bases of  both the agency and the structural 

models of  coercion. 

3.2 The Ontological Basis of  the Agency Model 

Hobbes and Locke first formulated the agency model,  but  it remained for 

Hume to make explicit its ontology. This he did in his analysis of causation, 

and particularly in his argument that a (genuine) causal relation may obtain 

only between discrete things or events which are both  cont ingent  and con- 

tiguous. 21 Causal relations may obtain only between distinct things or events; 

that is, causal relations hold only between individuated entities. One must be 

able to identify and describe the cause independently of  the ef fec t?  2 Not 

surprisingly, Hume takes the collision of  billiard balls as his paradigm case. 

For it is an easy matter to distinguish cause ("Ball A struck ball B")  from 

effect ("Ball B moved").  And it is at least logically conceivable that the first 

event could occur and the second would not:  

When I see . . . a billiard-ball moving in a straight line towards another; 

even suppose motion in tile second ball should by accident be suggested to 

me, as tire result of  their contact or impulse; may I not conceive, that a 

hundred different events might as well follow from that cause? May not 

both these balls remain at absolute rest? May not  the first ball return in a 

straight line, or leap off  from the second in any line or direction? All these 

suppositions are consistent and conceivable. Why then should we give the 

preference to one, which is no more consistent or conceivable than the 

rest? All our reasonings a priori will never be able to show us any 

foundation for this prefence. In a word, then, every effect is distinct from 

its causeY 

To say that the effect must be "dis t inct"  from the cause means two things. 

First,  cause and effect must be empirically distinct in the sense that they 

occupy different time-space locations: they must,  in a word, be contiguous.  

Secondly, cause and effect must be logically or conceptually distinct. Causal 
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relations obtain, in Hume's words, between "relations of  things" rather than 

"relations of  ideas." Or, statements about cause and effect are not analytic 

but synthetic. Thus, for example, Jim's being male and unmarried cannot be 

considered causes of  Iris being a bachelor, because the "tie" or "connection" 

between being an unmarried male and being a bachelor is not contingent but 

conceptual, i.e., to be a bachelor means to be male and unmarried. We need 

not worry ourselves that researchers might one day discover a married female 

bachelor, for such a possibility is a priori inconceivable. In contrast, it is 

entirely possible that billiard balls might behave oddly and erratically, so that 

what we believe to the cause of  Ball B's moving (namely its having been 

struck by A) may be a mistaken belief in need of revision. But at least 

billiard-balls are readily individuable. 

So too are the "individuals" of  liberal theory, who are ontologically atttarldc; 

that is, they are discrete, separate and distinct. These primary entities are 

distinct in that they exist in time and occupy space; they are defined 
temporally and spatially (or extensionally) as bodies. No two bodies being 

able to occupy the same time-space location, each is readily distinguishable 

from the other. The body is the sine qua non of the individual: which is why 

liberal theorists from Hobbes and Locke onward seem to be preoccupied with 

physical safety. Indeed for Hobbes and Locke the "body politic" has as its 

raison d'etre the preservation of the individual bodies composing it. z4 This 

political conclusion has an ontological premise, viz., that individuals exist 

because individuals have bodies. [f that premise be a tautology, it is never- 

theless an instructive one. For it suggests why the problem of individuation is 

not viewed by liberal theorists as a problem: the "solution" to the problem is 

built into the theory's very foundations; or, more accurately, the problem is 

prevented from arising in the first place by virtue of  the meaning of  the 

theory's constitutive concepts. Individuals exist because they can be indivi- 

duated, i.e. one can be recognized, identified, and described without any 

reference to the other. Moreover, their "human nature" - the properties or 

characteristics shared by individuals qua individuals - is fixed and un- 

changing. According to contract theorists, particularly Hobbes and Locke, 

individuals do not undergo any qualitative changes when they affix their 

signatures to the social contract: their human nature remains the same. Even 

Mill held that "Men . . . m a state of  society, are still men; their actions and 

passions are obedient to the laws of  individual human nature. Men are not, 
when brought together, converted into another kind of  substance with 
different properties." 2s 

In sum: Through all their contact, collision and interaction, human indi- 

viduals, like billiard balls, retain their separate identities, lndividuation is, 
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liberal theorists maintain, a simple and straightforward matter: as distinct 

bodies can be observed and described, so too can "individuals." 

This ontological individualism has its methodological counterpart in 

methodological individualism - indeed methodology recapitulates onto- 

logy 26 - and its political-theoretical counterpart in liberalism. All are 

presupposed by the agency model of  coercion. 

4 The Structural Model 

If the agency model of  coercion is easily characterized, the structural model is 

not, in part because, in a liberal milieu, the former seems solid, familiar, and 
commonsensical, while the latter seems insubstantial, unfamiliar, and an 

affront to common sense. Yet, as Marx averred, "all science would be 

superfluous if the outward appearance and the essence of  things directly 
coincided. ''27 

We begin constructing the structural model of  coercion by positing it as the 

antithesis of  the agency model: what the latter affirms, the former denies. In 

this sense the structurai model is defined negatively. Secondly, we begin to 

construct an alternative model of  coercion by working from the ground up; 
that is, we begin with an explication of  the ontological foundations upon 

which the new concept o f  coercion is to be built. My third move is to subject 

the agency model to an internal critique so as to bring to light its inherent 
weaknesses and contradictions. Without this third move, the first move - i n  
which the structural model is posited as the negation or antithesis of  the 

agency model - would necessarily be a priori, not to say arbitrary and utterly 
without justification. The agency model will not fall because an antithetical 

concept has been introduced: it must fall from the weight of  its own internal 

contradictions. Tile structural model cannot be constructed until the agency 

model has been negated, not merely in the abstract (by "'positing" its 
antithesis), but from within. 

4.1 Structure vs. Agency 

If the agency model of  coercion can be summarized in several theses, the 

structural model may be summarized in several antitheses. 

The Agency Model 

Thesis I : I fA coerces B to do x (=ABx), A and B must be individuals. 

Thesis 2: If  ABx, then x must be an action (actual or prevented). 
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Thesis 3: If ABx, A must actually do something to or with B; that is, A 

must engage in some overt observable behavior. 

Thesis 4: If  ABx, then A must know that B would not otherwise (wish to) 

dox .  

Thesis 5: If  ABx, then A must intend Bx. 

The Structural Model 

Antithesis 1: If ABx, A and B need not be individuals. 

Antithesis 2: If  ABx, then x need not be an action; that is, x may be a 

state, condition, disposition, etc. 

Antithesis 3: If ABx, A need not actually do anything to or with B; that is, 
ABx by virtue of  A ' s  being A and B's being B, and x being a state or 

condition characteristic o rB- type  beings. 

Anthithesis 4: If  ABx, A need not know that B would not otherwise (wish 

to) do (or be) x. 

Antithesis 5: If ABx, A need not intend x. 

In both models propositions 2 - 5  presuppose the validity of  propositon 1, 

But since the first proposit ion is unintelligible without the prior supposition 

of  their respective ontological bases, an explication of  their underlying 

ontologies is essential to the intelligibility and validity of  the two models. 

4.2 The Ontological Basis of  the Structural Model 

The structural model of  coercion presupposes a "relational" conception of  

reality. According to this view, the world consists not  of  discrete and readily 

individuable "things" but of "relations. ''2a That which the commonsense of  

Hume calls a "thing" is not an individuated object,  but a relation which is 

viewed abstractly, i.e. one-sidedly. Even "solid" and "dis t inct"  objects - for 

example, the tables and chairs of  which some philosophers are so fond - are 

individuable in the first place only because they are viewed one-sidedly as 

physical objects, i.e. as bodies occupying different time-space locations. But it 

is not the shape, size, weight, or space-time locus that makes a table a table or 

a chair a chair; it is the tluman use to which each is put. Tables, chairs, diners, 

food, eating utensils, etc., constitute an ensemble of  relations; and it is by 

virtue of  its location within this ensemble - and not its mere bodily existence 

or space-time locus - that each of  these elements is what it is. All relations 

are, moreover, human relations. An object is not a table until and unless it 

exists for  man. 

This relational ontology might be further clarified by means of  another 
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example. Take some very simple object - say, a hammer.  On the com- 

monsensical Humean view, a hammer is one distinct thing, a nail another: they 

are individuated entities. A contingent causal relation could conceivably hold 

between the movement of  the one and the subsequent movement of  the 

other. That a causal relation exists between them is established by "obser- 

vation" and "experience":  The striking of  nails with hammers is "constant ly  

conjoined" with the movement of  nails. 

The relational view is quite different from the Humean view. Hammers and 

nails cannot be individuated in the way that Hume requires. For consider: a 

hammer is a hammer because it has certain uses or functions, e.g. driving 

nails. What a hammer is, is defined relationally. Qua physical object or body,  

a hammer does not even exist. A thing is not a hammer unless and until it is 

used as a hammer,  which is to say, put to human uses (driving nails, building 

shelters, etc.) by human beings (carpenters). A hammer is what it is by virtue 

of  its being a constitutive element in an ensemble of relations, and not merely 

by virtue of  its size, shape, weight, or other physical characteristics. Thus, for 

instance, an archeologist may unearth an object that looks like a hammer; but  

he cannot say that it is a hammer until he can say to what human uses it was 

put. He must, in other words, locate it within an ensemble of  human relations 

in order to Mentify it in the first place. Even the humblest,  most solid thing is 

what it is because certain other things are what they are in relation to it. This 

is true not only of  tables and chairs, hammer and nails, but even, I daresay, of  

billiard balls. 29 But is it true of  individuals as well? 

It is a basic (ontological) tenet of  liberal theory that individuals and only 

individuals exist: the world is a succession of  individuated things and events. 

Translated into social-political terms, the claim is that the social-political 

world consists of  individual human beings who perform actions. Some of  

these actions are acts of  coercion, exercises of  power, etc. - which means, as 

I noted in 3, that some individual actions cause or determine other individual 

actions. Since causal relations can obtain only between individuated entities, 

so coercive relations can obtain only between individuals. Thus we return to 

the agency model of  coercion outlined in 3.0 by way of  the discussion of  

Humean causation in 3.2. 

According to the alternative - indeed, antithetical - structural model, 

coercion is not  and cannot be, a relationship between individuals for the 

simple reason that individuals do not exist (except perhaps in the heaven of  

liberal theory).  The ontologically autarkic individual of  liberal theory,  i.e. the 

individual who can be described without reference to other individuals, is a 

fiction, and - for purposes of  social and political theory - an irrelevant and 

misleading (i.e. ideological) fiction to boot .  3~ 
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To use a dramaturgical analogy: individuals fill and perform roles; they 
encounter each other not as individuals but as players of  roles. 31 "Motorists" 

encounter "traffic policemen"; "lawyers" encounter "clients"; "physicians" 
encounter "patients"; "representatives" encounter "constituents"; "hus- 

bands" encounter "wives"; "robbers" encounter "victims"; "capitalists" 
encounter "proletarians"; "masters" encounter "slaves." This last relation- 
ship, analyzed with great insight by Hegel, 32 is a most instructive one. 

To begin with, there can be neither master nor slave without the institution, 

or social practice, of slavery (and of  course vice-versa). Nor can a "master" 

exist unless a "slave" exist: in order to be a master, A must have a slave (/3); 

conversely, if A does not have a slave he is not a master. Moreover, A cannot 

become B's master, or B A's  slave, except according to socially defined rules 

and norms. A cannot tap just anyone to be his slave; most other people are 

ineligible for that role. And A must, if he is to become a master, engage in 

certain normatively and institutionally defined transactions - e.g., going to a 

slave auction, bidding on a prospective slave (B), being the highest bidder for 

B, paying for B, etc. All these are "institutional" or "societal" facts, i.e. they 

are (recognizable as) facts only within social and institutional contexts and 
settings. 33 In any case A and B do not meet as the atomic individuals of  

liberal theory but as role-players and bit-players in a collective drama written 
by no one and by everyone. 34 

To extend this Hegelian parable still further: A, not being a Kantian, uses B as 

a means to A's  ends, denominated x (leisure, freedom from toil, pride of  

ownerslfip, social status, etc.). Let us also suppose that all the things denoted 

by x are the ends of  slave-ownership in this society�9 Now A could not enjoy x 

without B: B is the cond i t io  sine qua non  of  A's  enjoying x. Thus the 
connection between A's owning B and A's enjoying x is not merely instru- 

mental but intrinsic: to be a master means  to enjoy x. In other words, the 

enjoyment of  x being essential to A's very identity as A ,  and B's being 
necessary for x, B is therefore an essential aspect of  A's identity. Without 

B, A is not A. B thus becomes part of  the meaning of  A. Who says A neces- 
sarily says (or implies) B. A and B are, then, defined and identified rela- 

tionally, that is, as non-individual elements in an ensemble of  social relations. 

Marx's critique o f  liberal individualism is the political-theoretical counterpart 

of  his critique of  ontological atomism. 3s The individual, Marx declared, is no 

Democritean "a tom":  

�9 . . the members of  civil society are not atoms. The characteristic quality 

of  an atom is to have no qualities, and consequently no relations deter- 
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mined by its own nature with other beings outside i t s e l f . . .  The egoistic 

individual of  civil society may in abstractive and lifeless conceptions 

inflate himself into an atom, that is, into a being without relations, 
self-sufficient [etc.] .  But profane, sensuous reality has no concern for his 
imagination: 36 

If the "individual" of  liberal theory is a fiction, so too is the liberal 

conception of  society: "Society does not consist of  individuals; it expresses 

tile sum of  connections and relationships in which individual find them- 

selves." That men do not so much "p lay"  their roles as they are "bearers" 

(Trdger) of  them, is a social fact. Outside society there are neither masters 

nor slaves, citizens nor aliens, etc.: "To be a slave or to be a citizen are social 
determinations, the relationships of Man A and Man B. Man A is not [a 

master, nor B] a slave as such. He is a slave within society and because of  

it. ''aT This "structural"  perpective thus directs our at tention away from 

motives and intentions of  individuals, and leads us to focus upon objective 

relationships. 38 Thus coercion is a feature of structures, not a product  of  

intentions. In this respect as in every other, the structural model differs 

markedly from the agency model. 

5 The Agency Model Criticized 

The way is now prepared for my internal critique of  the agency model. In a 

nutshell, my argument is this: since (as Hegel certainly recognized) A would 

not even be A without B, then the relationship between them is conceptual 

and not contingent. Therefore it cannot, by the terms of  Hume's account,  be 

causal; therefore it cannot be coercive. For consider: A and B cannot in the 

first place be satisfactorily individuated, inasmuch as A is (or counts as) A by 

virtue of B without B, A is not A. In other words, B is essential to A,  in the 

sense that B is a thing without  which A is not  A. B is therefore a property of  

A,  in both senses of  tile term: A owns B; and B is an essential aspect or 

feature of  A. 39 Indeed, B is a defining feature of  A. Clearly, then, the 

relationship between A and B is not purely contingent.  Indeed it looks like a 

conceptual relation: for is it not part of  the meaning of being a "master"  to 

have a "slave" to do your bidding? And yet  the relationship between A and B 

also looks like a causal relation: A is "master"  because A causes or determines 

B's behavior, and not the other way around. 4~ But then, according to the 

agency model, if  the relation between A and B is conceptual,  it cannot be 

causel; and if it is not causal, it cannot be coercive. This dilemma enables us 

to expose a fatal flaw in the agency model of  coercion: there is a contra- 

diction between ontological "base" and political "superstructure" in the 

agency model. 
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The agency model of  coercion breaks down internally. Liberals (and Marxists) 

would agree that the relationship between master A and slave B is coercive, 

and indeed constitutes a veritable paradigm case o f  coercion. And since the 

master-slave relation is coercive, it is eo ipse causal. Yet, as we have seen, 

what A is, or does, cannot be described without reference to what B is, or 

does; therefore the elements in the relation cannot be individuated in the way 

that Hume requires that cause and effect be individuated. Of course this 

renders the agency model self-contradictory and paradoxical,  and leaves 

liberal theorists on the horns of  a genuine dilemma from which there is no 

escape. The dilemma is this: acts and relationships that liberals would 

ordinarily describe as "'coercive" cannot be so described as long as they 

remain commit ted to the agency model of  coercion. The reason is simple: in 

order for the relationship between A and B and to count as a coercive one, it 

must, according to the agency model, qualify as causal itz the contingent  

Humean sense. But this last requirement cannot be met,  since A and B cannot 

be individuated, i.e. recognized and described without reference to one 

another. This being the case, one who subscribes to the agency model must  

say that the master-slave relation is not  coercive! And yet this is utterly at 

odds with what one would ordinarily say, whether one be a liberal or a 

Marxist. The liberal concept of  coercion, constructed according to the terms 

of  the agency model,  is thus reduced to absurdity. 

5.1 Objections and Replies 

My rather harsh verdict might be appealed on tile following grounds. A critic 

might object that I collapse, or ignore, the crucial distinction between what 

one is (being) and what one does (acting). What A is requires reference to B, 

and thus A and B cannot be satisfactorily individuated in tire way that Hume 

requires. But what A does is not  at all equivalent to who or what A is, and 

likewise for B. I f  statuses and roles cannot be individuated, i.e. if  they are 

conceptually interdependent ,  at least actions can be individuated; and it is 

with actions that the agency model is concerned. And since actions can be 

individuated, they can figure as contingent Humean causes. Therefore tlle 

agency model remains internally consistent and intact. 

This objection is not nearly so sound as it may appear, For the distinction 

between being and doing, far from being crucial, is politically and conceptual- 

ly otiose. A would not be doing what he does - e.g., issuing commands to B, 

punistfing B, etc. - if  A were not who or what he is, namely a slave-owner or 

master, and B who or what B is, namely a slave. My critic might as well try to 

draw a distinction between what a hammer is and what it does: for a hammer 

is what it does, i.e. the role or function it performs. As with hammers, so too 

with masters and slaves, or indeed any social roles and relations. 



109 

Tiffs reply might not satisfy my critic. While acknowledging that the struc- 

tural model of  coercion entails an elision of  what someone is and what he 

does, my critic might still object that this elision is illegitimate. My argument 

rests, he rejoins, upon the dubious supposition that roles or positions within a 

social structure exhaustively determine actions. 

To tiffs I should reply: far from being dubious, my remark is merely a 

reminder concerning a logically (or, if you prefer, conceptually) necessary 

truth, viz., that what it means to occupy a social role depends - logically 

depends - upon the occupant's being able to perform certain actions. What 

should we say, for example, of  a master whose commands were never 

obeyed? We should not say that he was a queer or pecnliarly inept master but 
rather that lie is not a master at all. For to be a master means to be able (or in 
a position) to command and be obeyed. That, after all, was the point of  

Hegel's excursus on lordship and bondage: the master's very identity as 
master is (logically) dependent upon the slave's continued subservience. Qua 

individual, his remaining subservient may to some degree be a matter of  

choice and contingency; but, qua role-player, his continued subservience is a 

matter of logical necessity. My point in remarking that, qua role-player, what 

one is and what one does are indistinguishable, was not to make the dubious 

(and probably false) empirical claim that roles or positions within a social 

structure exhaustively determines individual actions. Far from it. My point is 

rather that the connection between occupying a role and performing 

characteristic role-related actions is not a contingent (Humean) causel connec- 

tion but a conceptual one. My critic has mistaken my simple logical reminder 
for a highly dubious causal claim. 

My critic might remain unsatisfied on another score. All my talk about 

actions, he contends, is misplaced; for actions suppose agents, and there are 

no agents in the relational scheme. And if there are no agents there can be no 

actions, coercive or otherwise. Who is coercing and being coerced? Have l not 

shown that there is but one concept of  coercion, nameIy the liberal concept? 

In supposing that "actions" require (individual) "agents" my critic nrerely 
takes granted liberal premises; and so it is hardly surprising that liberal 

conclusions follow. My aim, however, was to question these very premises: to 
ask whether there might not be two concepts of coercion, one rooted in the 

individualistic ontology of  liberal theory, the other in the relational ontology 
underlying Marxian theory. Of course, if we begin by accepting liberal 

ontology, premises, and definitions, my question is prima facie absurd. 
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6 Conclusion 

In this essay 1 have begun to construct the liberal and the Marxian concepts 
of  coercion. The differences between them are fundamental and probably 
irreconcilable. That does not mean, however, that given their respective 
ontologies, each is valid in its own right. On the contrary, neither concept is 

valid if its ontological presuppositions are insecurely grounded and/or if it 
exhibits internal inconsistencies or contradictions. The liberal concept of  

coercion, explicated by means of  the agency model, suffers from both of  
these defects. The agency model of  coercion is seriously, indeed fatally, 
flawed. For latter-day liberals this is an unpalatable conclusion. Yet I trust 

that my reasons for reaching this conclusion - however dry and prolix they 
may seem - are accessible to everyone, liberals and Marxists alike. 
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